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Foreword 

Support from Greek researchers for a Science of Human Nature alive in 

relationships, from birth 

Colwyn Trevarthen1 

 

The invitation from Theano Kokkinaki for an introduction to a celebration of work in 

Greece on the developmental psychology of infants gives me great pleasure. I was asked to 

recall studies that have, since the 1970s, changed scientific appreciation of infants’ self-aware 

cleverness and their powers for sharing their interests playfully. I was also asked to respond 

to the articles for the Journal. All the contributors work together to keep alive this natural 

science view of what being human is like for us before we are able to talk about it. 

If we are well and in good spirits we know we were born with our own consciousness, 

and that we have always been seeking companionship from persons we trust. All we 

remember comes about in a wakeful imagination for an active and creative life, guided by 

interests and feelings that make common sense. Our self-awareness has grown as a story of 

companionship with people for whom we have special affection. 

And yet experts in philosophy and psychology have laboured for centuries to persuade 

us with intricate and rather anxious reasoning that we were not conscious as infants. That we 

had no sense of self and could only make mindless reflex actions in response to stimuli 

related to comfort and satisfaction of organic needs, or of defense or withdrawal to protect the 

body from pain. They argue we have to learn to move with a persistent and imaginative self-

awareness in relation to the outside world, and that we become aware as individual egos, 

                                                           
1 Emeritus Professor of Child Psychology and Psychobiology, University of Edinburgh, Scotland. E-mail: 

C.Trevarthen@ed.ac.uk 
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reacting mindlessly to other persons as objects that engage our rudimentary feelings of 

pleasure or pain. True consciousness is identified with an ability to represent or describe the 

facts that, over the years, shape, locate and validate what we think we perceive, ordering 

them with rules of reasoning, and with conventional symbols that make it possible to identify 

our personal experiences of facts with those perceived by others.Our movements take years to 

become coherent and effective, only show coherent imagination after we become free of 

parental holding and gain mastery of independent locomotion. A toddler is an apprentice who 

needs to be taught what to do and what is true. After a few years they can sit still in school 

and learn their lessons (Trevarthen and Bjørkvold, 2016, in press). 

This prejudice against a natural human vitality of mind with self-conscious and 

sympathetic awareness in good company has been challenged repeatedly by optimistic and 

accurate attention to how happy infants express themselves with discrimination for 

imaginative goals in the time of their actions. How they seek engagement skillfully and 

sympathetically with the intentions and feelings of other adult human beings. They show 

what a Scottish biologist and theologist David Hay, of the Religious Experience Research 

Unit at Oxford, identified as ‘relational consciousness’, the natural foundation of our spirit 

for a communal life (Hay, 2006; Hay with Nye, 2006). Most importantly, the expressions of 

affection shown by a newborn prove to be adapted, not only to obtain bodily comfort for the 

self, but to support playful and joyful communication in joint activity with intelligent 

purposes and interests. In projects with brave teachers and colleagues, who have become 

lifelong friends, I have benefitted from the fellowship of this adventure in discovery of innate 

psychodynamics for cultural life. 
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One of my professors Jerome Bruner (1990, 2003) says we are, by nature, “story-making 

creatures”. I am happy to help Τheano Kokkinaki record a story of a science of infancy 

flourishing in Greece, which has led to this remarkable collection of papers.  

Briefly, my own scientific story is that, after learning about purpose for life in plants 

and animals as a schoolboy in New Zealand I studied ecology, which records how wild 

animals and plants live and evolve as intricately cooperative assemblies. This making of 

community is recorded in the famous last paragraph of Darwin’s “Origin of Species”, which 

describes his pleasure to contemplate the community of life. He is delighted to know, “a 

tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with 

various insects flitting about, and with worms crawling through the damp earth, and to 

reflect that these elaborately constructed forms, so different from each other, and dependent 

upon each other in so complex a manner, have all been produced by laws acting around us.” 

(Darwin, 1859, last page). I became interested in the growing science of ethology, also 

inspired by Darwin with his studies of the nature and functions of emotional expressions 

(Darwin, 1872). This led, with the advice of a professor of physiology, to doctoral research in 

the US with Roger Sperry, to explore how brains of monkeys and humans use eyes to guide 

clever movements of hands, and how skills and discoveries of practical purposes are 

generated and regulated differently in our left and right cerebral hemispheres, while being 

guided and evaluated by the united regulations of motives and emotions in the brain stem. All 

my studies of anatomy, growth and behaviour strengthened belief in the existence of a 

primary self-awareness that moves any plant or animal ‘imaginatively’ as an organism 

anticipating a life-world, as I was learning about it with multiplying interests and 

recollections.  
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Fifty years ago, I became a father, and wanted to understand how my infant son knew 

his mother and me so well in intimate games with interests and feelings, giving us joy. By a 

miracle I was asked when our baby was two years old if I would like to join a research 

project in Bruner’s laboratory at Harvard to use film to observe how infants communicate 

with their mothers. With the help of a neonatal paediatrician, Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, Bruner 

was taking his inspiring belief in the creativity of human learning, which had supported a new 

approach theory of education since the 1940s, to lead a new awareness of the clever 

sociability of young infants. Brazelton was collaborating with new parents to teach his fellow 

medics that a newborn infant is a person wanting to lead games in playful human company, 

not just a patient needing treatment (Brazelton, 1979).  

In my paper for Theano I tell how discoveries with Bruner and Brazelton at Harvard in 

1967 led to a plan to trace the story of how human common sense grows in infants’ minds 

with intimate support from affectionate mothers and fathers, and with other family members 

or friends. Babies are definitely sociable story-sharing persons from the start, wanting to 

develop by learning conventional plots. They have much to tell us about the experience, and 

its rewards and potential disappointments. 

An important chapter of my research story was made with colleagues in Greece, thanks 

principally to the generosity and creativity of Professor Giannis Kugiumutzakis. In 1991, 

with my wife Lee, I spent three very happy Spring months in Crete while I worked at the 

University in Rethymnon, following closely the discoveries Giannis was making of how 

newborn infants, even prematurely born ones, were interested to study strange offers of 

communication he made. They were carefully imitating single head, eye and mouth 

movements, and hand gestures, and watching for his reactions. Later I met Olga Maratos, a 

pioneering psychotherapist who had startled the world of infant psychology in 1973 with 
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presentation of her thesis research to her supervisor Jean Piaget in Geneva, proving, contrary 

to his theory, that newborns could imitate. Piaget graciously accepted that his theory had to 

be corrected. Olga’s presentations of her findings the year before caused surprise at a meeting 

of the British Psychological Society, as reported by Vasudevi Reddy in “How Infant Know 

Minds” (Reddy, 2008, p. 46). The discoveries of Olga and Giannis, like the work of Daniel 

Stern discussed by Stathis Papastathopoulos, marks a turning point in the scientific view of 

the young infant as a person with sympathetic consciousness prepared to learn customs of 

understanding. 

Giannis completed his PhD at Uppsala with Olga as his supervisor in 1985, extending 

the work on imitation, focussing on evidence that the baby’s responses were intentional, 

discriminating and deliberately repeated for communication, as we have summarised together 

recently (Kugiumutzakis and Trevarthen, 2015). He is publishing this year, in Greek, a book 

on our collaboration (Kugiumutzakis, 2016, in press). 

This Special Issue in the Scientific Journal of the Department of Psychology of the 

University of Crete advances our understanding. First with four penetrating reviews and 

explanations of evidence on pathways for development of human intelligence in normal 

healthy infants. Then four papers present accounts of sensitive descriptive research on 

disorders in early development, and how psychotherapy or special education may best help 

affected young children to a richer and happier life with parents and teachers. All authors 

underline the importance of awareness of what lives in the child’s spirit for life, and how it 

needs convivial company. These are the two aspects of vitality which the Chilean biologist 

and cybernetician or social theorist Humberto Maturana, with his colleague Francisco Varela, 

has named ‘autopoesis’, self-making, and ‘consensuality’, the sharing purposes of life 

(Maturana and Varela, 1980). 
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Stathis Papastathopoulos reviews the revolutionary thinking of Daniel Stern, focusing 

on the subtle ways Stern has characterised ‘intersubjectivity’, ‘affect attunement’, ‘vitality 

dynamics’, and the like. Papastathopoulos asks if this is a philosophical confusion of thinking 

about the nature of self-awareness,or an appreciation of the natural wealth of manifestations 

of agile minds that build experiencewith the affections of others who have their own forms of 

vitality -- “in an analogic continuity of multiple strands of sensitization and relationality with 

and in the world”. Papastathopoulos concludes that life with intersubjectivity is an exercise of 

attunements with affects and intentions of others, meeting and being with the directions of the 

actions by which they chose to tell their story, corresponding actively with their subjectivity. 

His clarification of the natural richness of life in intimate relations prepares us to learn from 

empirical studies of subjects in engagement, how they move in the present space and time, 

with sympathy for deliberate actions and changing emotions that must change the future for 

themselves and with others. 

Zaira Papaligoura picks up on the contentious problem of how, and when, the 

consciousness of a human Selfor subject emerges. How it moves to separate or connect inner 

affective states with properties discoverablein external objects and other subjects. Is a 

separate agent an essential innate foundation for imaginative powers of the mind to know 

anything, and to have intersubjectivity with other selves? Or must it be built out of blind 

impulses that collect experiences intoa representation of affordances of the world outside? To 

put it another way, is intersubjectivity an imaginative creation of a source of life in a human 

being who expects to meet company, or a memory of efforts to live in a present environment 

where other individuals are objects to be taken up. She questions the theory of innate 

intersubjectivity,makingreference the psychoanalytic theory of Bernard Golse, who sees early 

stages of a separate awarenessas transient and dependent on constructive support from the 
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phantasies of relation that guide other persons’ efforts to connect. Perhaps we should 

conceive the making of the Self as a balancing act between auto-poesis and con-sensuality, 

both essential. With Stathis’, Zaira’s logic invites observations on the first efforts of the 

infant to do and know. The following papers give many answers, confirming the subtle 

sensitivities that build selves in relation. 

Theano Kokkinaki reviews evidence of differences in the purposefulness and affective 

tone of male and female infants, and notes that the attentions babies direct to the identity and 

changing emotional states of other persons appear to be different very early. This is strong 

evidence that innate powers cause individuals to develop as different personalities, fitting 

them to live with complementary roles in creation of a family or community, helping make 

their special habits and skills thrive and trying to control conflicting purposes and loyalties. 

Sexes are different not only for reproduction and care of offspring. They approach the work 

of life in an imaginative community with different impulses and feelings. And motives and 

feelings transform life stories for a boy or a girl at different ages, both because they are 

developing new impulses, and because they are treated differently by others. Human beings 

have the most marked individual differences in appearance and voice of any animal species, 

matching the very large size of the societies in which they find their roles for life.  

Marialena Semitekolou has studied life at home in the family where an infant is 

normally eager to share adventures with both mother and father, as Brazelton discovered was 

the case from birth. She looks at play in this triad, and in the dyads of the infant with mother 

and father separately. She compares triads in play with or without toys, and describes its 

special emotional richness or ‘fun’ when there are no toys. Once again careful and respectful 

description of what the young human being loves to do proves that it is alive for making a 

group awareness in intimate relations, where the actions of different others are compared, and 
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provoked. She builds on work of Vasudevi Reddy to cast light on the sense of humour that 

flourishes in the second six months of the first year, and brings joy to tricky negotiations in 

playful episodes that have regulated duration. With Theano, Marialena clarifies how the 

personality of an infant enlivens the experience of mother and father in personal ways, and 

how the narratives of play in a group bring special fun. 

Despina Papoudi supports the idea that every young child diagnosed with autism has 

differed very early in their emotional engagement and playfulness, before they can be 

expected to master speech. She concludes that the difference recorded in play of children 

with autism when they are older is not a failure in cognitive representations of meaning or 

capacity to symbolise, as has been assumed, but a consequent  emotional response to the 

initiatives and expressions of feeling in those who want to play with them and share meaning. 

She presents a thorough account of how normally developing infants rely on joyful 

inventiveness with known companions to develop their preverbal narratives, and that the 

games have narrative purpose to be shared before there are symbols. She concludes that the 

limited amount of research available supports the conclusion that there is confusion in how an 

infant developing autism uses imagination and emotional referencing in the first year, long 

before a standard diagnosis is possible. Affected children show differences in interpersonal 

awareness and imaginative playfulness before they begin to understand words. These primary 

disorders of imaginative intersubjectivity will have effects through later life, and not just in 

talking. This is in agreement with Leo Kanner’s original view that autism is, “a biological 

disorder of affective contact”. 

Panormitsa Papakadolouka and Christina Papaeliou look at the disorder identified as 

Language Impairment which affects the expressiveness of speech (SLI-E). They compared 

boys and girls 4 to 6 years of age with this diagnosis with normally developing peers of 
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matching age. As with autistic children, the SLI-E children were less motivated for 

cooperative and pretend play, and their level of playfulness was not correlated with their 

severity of their language disorder. The conclusion is that the key feature of the disorder is an 

affective intersubjective, one which cannot be satisfactorily explained as a deficit in cognitive 

‘theory of mind’. 

Kornilia Hatzinikolaou completes the trio of papers concerned with identification of 

psychopathologies of early childhood, presenting evidence that detailed developmental 

studies of emotional aspects of communication and building of relations have immediate 

application for treatment or therapy. She describes the theory and practice of Video 

Interaction Guidance as an approach that focuses on the expressiveness and responsiveness of 

all actions of the client or patient, and of the therapist or trainer, as revealed by sharing videos 

of practice. She proposes that advances in behavioural and brain sciences will benefit from 

this approach to visualising, understanding and treating impairments in self-confidence and 

affective relationships.  

Jonathan Delafield-Butt and Jillian Adie apply ideas from developmental studies to 

interpret disorders of attention or self-control that affect a young child’s progress in early 

education. They apply the concept of ‘participatory sense making’ to an analysis of shared 

narratives deliberately guided to help young children who are identified with Social 

Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD), which prevent them making progress in 

school and require special pedagogy. They explain a theory of the development of narrative 

regulations in thinking and in learning of skills of performance and communication, and 

illustrate how this may be applied to analyse the work of teachers trained in the method of 

Nurture Guidance. Two cases show that when a teacher adapts their efforts to teach so they 

meet the initiatives of the child, this helps the child gain experience of how to participate in a 
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joint project and share pleasure in its completion. Clearly there are feelings of effort and 

discovery imagined through time that we have to recognize in one another at every level of 

collaborative work, from the proto-conversations and baby songs of early life to playing a 

competitive game according to its rules, and negotiating a path in movement. 

I am sure that this work, brought to life by Theano Kokkinaki, will be a key source of 

reference in future studies of the ways we participate as story-making human beings from 

infancy, weaving together our subjectivities. 
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Infant Common Sense: 

Natural Science of Human Concerns and Cultural Knowledge 

Colwyn Trevarthen 

“Human sense is understanding how to live in the human and physical worlds that 

children normally develop in the first few years of life. It is learned spontaneously in 

direct encounters with these worlds that arise unavoidably everywhere, transcending 

cultural differences. The learning is always informed and guided by emotion - that is, 

by feelings of significance, of value, of what matters. And it is highly stable and 

enduring, once established. It is the foundation on which all that follows must build.” 

(Margaret Donaldson, personal communication. See Donaldson, Children’s Minds, 

1978). 

“The devising of novel purposes comes readily to us because we have brains that 

are good at thinking of possible future states - at considering not merely what is but 

what might be. We exist in a world of 'hard fact', but we can imagine it as changed; and 

from a very early age we know that, within certain limits, we are able to change it. It 

matters very much to us to find out how these limits are set, an activity closely related 

to the general purpose of understanding what the world is like. In this context 'the 

world' includes other people as a most important component. And, if we have any 

wisdom, it also includes ourselves.” 

(Donaldson, Human Minds: An Exploration, 1992, p. 9). 
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Abstract 

A newborn knows no truths or conventional facts -- there is much to learn. But the baby has ‘self-

awareness’ of a sensitive and inquisitive body, and is ready to share human interests, goals and 

feelings. Moving coherently and rhythmically, he or she knows intentions of ‘subjectivity’ in relation 

to outside events, and ‘other awareness’, or ‘intersubjectivity’, with the sympathetically-timed 

movements and interests of other persons.  

Primary motives are formed before birth. They grow by sharing adventures of life with familiar 

companions who become friends, making discoveries in playful experiments. Human cultural learning 

grows from this inborn state of mind and becomes a creative developmental project with age-related 

changes. It is supported by ‘affective appraisals’, or feelings of value and importance, both aesthetic 

and moral. Life in the moment with others reaches out to make a story of important events to be 

imagined and remembered for other times. This is how the physical and social world make common 

sense, a collective consciousness of meaning. 

I review descriptive research of communication before speech, when a child’s thinking is 

shared without conventional symbols that label non-present persons, objects, facts and actions, or that 

define their causes or reasons. Human communication begins as acting ‘in tune’ with thoughts of 

affectionate company. 

 

Keywords: infant self-awareness, Ιnnate Ιntersubjectivity, parental affections and support, attachment 

and companionship, play and communicative musicality, age-related changes, cultural learning, 

teaching and therapy. 
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Innate subjectivity and Intersubjectivity: The rhythmic awareness of self, and of 

dialogue before speech 

Discoveries of the early development of ‘human common sense’ have been made by 

recording and analysing what infants and their parents do together when they are free to act 

as they wish (Trevarthen, 1977, 1979a, b; Reddy, Hay, Murray and Trevarthen, 1997; Stern, 

2000, 2010; Reddy, 2008). This research has benefitted in the past 50 years from recordings 

of film and television, which can be replayed for micro-analysis of expressive and receptive 

movements. It has been made clear that learning of symbolic communication and language 

grows from innate motives for rhythmic moving of the exceptionally complex human body in 

coordinated performances, and from a special sensitivity for responses in affectionate 

relations with human companions (Trevarthen, 2012a, b; Trevarthen, Gratier and Osborne, 

2014). These human talents constitute the only natural ‘language acquisition device’. 

Newborn infants show signs of taking pleasure from imitating and provoking another’s 

actions, and soon they are learning from discoveries made and shared in creative playful 

ways (Kugiumutzakis et al., 2005; Kugiumutzakis and Trevarthen, 2015). This descriptive 

natural history of early childhood has exposed a blind spot in rational discussions of the 

nature of the human mind and the source of its consciousness. It shows that thinking about 

possible experiences begins, not with language, but with initiatives of the body in movement, 

and that these are guided by feelings for what might happen that are communicated by eyes, 

hands, face and voice. We are born to make rhythmic projects of intended moving into stories 

of imagination and recollection, and these inventions always seek gratification from others’ 

approval by the performances inspired by what Jon-Roar Bjørkvold names as The Muse 

Within (1992).  The emotional human animal is naturally musical (Panksepp and Trevarthen, 

2009; Trevarthen, 2016, in press). 
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And yet, as Vasudevi Reddy eloquently demonstrates in How Infants Know Minds 

(Reddy, 2008), it has been difficult for sophisticated arguments of philosophers or the factual 

explanations of expert practitioners in medical or psychological science to comprehend that a 

newborn infant has any sociable consciousness or “human sense”, even in rudimentary form. 

A baby may be attributed spiritual power as a symbol of innocence and purity, but lacking 

language has, the experts have believed, no intelligence to know or think with us.  

Modern medical science of infancy, inspired by Freud’s theory of unconscious 

emotional factors of mental illness and their fragility in early development, found evidence 

from the effects of early loss of maternal care and poor institutional attention that the infant 

cannot be treated just as an organism with a needful body. The infant depends on intimate 

and consistent emotional attachment with a mother or equally devoted care person (Spitz, on 

‘hospitalism’ in the first volume of Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, 1947; Bowlby, 

Maternal Care and Mental Health, 1951). Attachment theory recognizes an innate need for 

sensitive, loving personal care for nourishment, protection and support of vitality. But the 

theory does not address the infant’s readiness and need from birth for the fun of imaginative 

play with a parent companion (Reddy et al., 1997; Trevarthen, 2005, 2016, in press). It does 

not attend to the friendship that a baby learns to enjoy with persons of any age who want to 

be playmates (Figure 1).  

In contrast to philosophical reservations about infant intelligence, and reductive 

scientific accounts (Bradley, 1989), anthropologists find that, in every culture, from the most 

‘primitive’ in terms of technology and material culture to the most ‘advanced’, parents and 

grandparents delight in responding to the vitality and imaginative discoveries of young 

children. We all love how infants and toddlers excite affectionate company and enjoy 

adventurous play. They test their individual experience of being alive and curious, as Piaget 
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meticulously described in Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood (1962), and they 

demonstrate and imitate these actions and understandings to share them in convivial games 

that build friendships. They display an emotional and intersubjective intelligence which 

Piaget underestimated (Kugiumutzakis and Trevarthen, 2015).  

 

Figure 1:  

Top: Ava, 57 minutes after her birth on July 10, 2013. With her intense expression of 

engagement, she challenges abstract concepts of our mental life and its sharing. Does this 

photograph of an interested young human being demonstrate how we ‘mentalize’ or have a 

‘theory of mind’? How does her thinking ‘Self’ differ from that of Descartes, Kant or Husserl. 

How does her sympathy of expression directed to an ‘Other’ relate to the theories of Buber, 

Merleau-Ponty or Reddy? Could she know much our cognitive science cannot understand? 

What is it that coordinates her eyes, her lips and the fingers of her hand to express her interest?  

Below Left: The same day Ava meets her brother 

Below Right: On day four Ava expresses her thoughts eloquently to her attentive 

grandmother, with intent regard and a right hand gesture. 
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Adults everywhere share the childish feeling for what Victor Turner in From Ritual To 

Theatre (1982) calls “the human seriousness of play”, which gives essential pleasure and 

creativity to cooperative practical work. Turner distinguishes ‘communitas’ the natural 

feeling of living emotionally and habitually with known other persons, and ‘societas’ the 

rules and structures of regulated society with its productions, roles and ranks. The pleasure a 

newborn infant can show in an imitative exchange of expressions (Kugiumutzakis and 

Trevarthen, 2015), is a bridge to shared understanding for all ages (Nadel, 2014). 

Comparisons between surviving hunter-gatherer communities and much larger national 

societies with different degrees of sedentary, agricultural, urbanised and technologically 

elaborated ways of life, indicate that the biological roots of every kind of imaginative culture 

or conventional system of social life are to be found in mother-infant communication, in 

community support for families, and in children’s play with parents and with other children 

(Ellen Dissanayake, Art and Intimacy: How the Arts Began, 2000; Barry Hewlett and 

Michael Lamb, Hunter-Gatherer Childhoods, 2005; Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, Mother Nature, 

2009; and Peter Gray, 2012). However, cultures find different ways of “story-telling” about 

the conventions of “how we do things” (Bruner, 1990). Their customs can favour inclusion of 

a young person from infancy to adolescence in a rewarding life; or they can lead to exclusion 

(Frank and Trevarthen, 2012).  
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Communication by sharing intrinsic dynamics of movement 

“ [...] one of the most ubiquitous and powerful discourse forms in human 

communication is narrative. Narrative structure is even inherent in the praxis of 

social interaction before it achieves linguistic expression.” (Bruner, 1990, p. 77). 

Infants show that they know from the start how to move in company and make 

friendships. They are talented in communicating interests and feelings by direct means, 

without words. Daniel Stern, after criticism from social constructionists of his theory of The 

Interpersonal World of the Infant makes this response, “There is not an infinite number of 

variables through which any culture can be enacted early in life such that they will be 

perceivable by an infant. The repertoire comprises facial expressions, or lack there of; visual 

regards, or their avoidance; vocalizations, or silences; body orientations; physical distances; 

gestures; ways of being held; the rhythms, timing and duration of acts and activities; and so 

on. No other alphabet for sociocultural contextualization exists.” (Stern, 2000, p. xxvii). The 

learning of a vocabulary of language grows out of an ability to share mind work with other 

persons by ‘mirroring’ the motives in their movements -- by dynamic ‘altero-ception’ 

(Bråten, 2009; Stern, 2010). A conventional vocabulary comes by elaboration of significant 

descriptions to satisfy what is known with shared curiosity in mutual awareness of vitality 

(Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 1942).  

I have defined three essential features of this universal alphabet of “intersubjective 

motor control”, for regulating and communicating intentions ideas and feelings in body 

movements: kinematics or rhythms; energetics or economy of effort; and physiognomics or 

anatomical form (Trevarthen, 1986, 2008).  
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Figure 2: 

A: An 8 week human foetus has the special organs of sight, of hearing, oral organs for 

speaking and hands and feet for gesturing, all of which move to express interests, 

intentions and feelings to other persons, and which may sense their expressions. 

B: Actions and awareness of the Self (S) engage with the Body (B), with physical 

Objects in the environment (O), and in communication with other persons (P). The 

emotional systems of Panksepp (2009) are labeled in italics and placed to indicate how 

they mediate in the regulation between the different engagements of the Self (Panksepp 

and Trevarthen, 2009). 

C: In a proto-conversational dialogue between a mother and her infant each watches the 

eyes, face, mouth and hands, and listens to the voice, of the other, across a ‘synrhythmic 

frontier’ of communication, transferring emotions. (Trevarthen et al., 2006; Trevarthen, 

2011a). 
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The neurobiological foundations of these ‘dramatic’, ‘poetic’ and ‘musical’ dimensions 

of human vitality felt in the self, and the organs adapted for their expression to others, are laid 

down in body and brain before birth (Trevarthen and Aitken, 1994, 2003; Trevarthen, 2001, 

2009, 2011a; Panksepp and Trevarthen, 2009; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013; 

Ammaniti and Gallese, 2014). The primal core of their regulation in timing of body actions is 

sub-cortical (Merker, 2007; Solms and Panksepp, 2012; Trevarthen, 2016). (Figure 2) 

To the expressive forms that live ‘in the present moment’ of consciousness we must 

add another slower level of neurobiological regulation for life dynamics, also sub-cortical in 

origin -- that of narration, or making serially ordered episodes of felt experience in 

movement (Lashley, 1951), which are presented for others’ interest (Trevarthen and 

Delafield-Butt, 2013, 2015; Trevarthen, 2016, in press). This level of inner time sense in the 

sensuous ‘flow’ of communication (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) has been made clear from study 

of the ‘communicative musicality’ of dialogues and entertaining games of song and dance 

with young infants; the combining of expressive acts in ‘telling’ sequences or presentations 

formed of ‘introduction’, ‘development’, ‘climax’ and ‘resolution (Malloch, 1999; 

Trevarthen, 1999; Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009). (Figure 3) 
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Figure 3:  

Acoustic analysis of the proto-conversation between a 6-week-old girl and her mother 

shown above. The pitch plot, each dot of which represents a quarter-tone, shows that the 

narrative of their dialogue has four parts: Introduction, Development, Climax and 

Resolution. Finally, after the excited climax, the mother is no longer speaking, just 

making affectionate sounds, which bring this small shared experience to a close. 

Utterance numbers appear immediately above the time axis and in the table. 

(From Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009; adapted from Malloch 1999). 
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How the Descriptive Science of infants’ intentions in time began 

Fifty years ago, at the same time as unexpected powers of visual and auditory perception 

were demonstrated by experimental tests with young infants with methods that allowed their 

natural curiosity to make active choice of experience of ‘things’ (Papoušek, 1967; Bruner, 

1968), studies were undertaken to explore the communicative talents of young infants. 

Authors who reported observations of infants’ active contribution to games and dialogues 

with playful mothers all emphasised the importance of shared interpersonal timing in 

sensitive exchanges of movement. Mary Catherine Bateson (1979) described the delicate 

‘ritual courtesy’ of vocal engagements in ‘proto-conversation’ with a two-month-old; Daniel 

Stern found games between a mother and three-month old twins were rhythmically patterned 

with coordination of expressive movements by sight, sound and touch mediating “affective 

attunement” (Stern, 1971, 1974; Stern et al., 1977); with Martin Richards in Bruner’s 

laboratory at Harvard, I found evidence in 1967 that two- to four-month-olds conceived 

objects and persons in different ways, and that they acted adaptively to use them in 

exploratory actions or in mutually controlled narrative patterns, which were always rhythmic 

(Trevarthen, 1977, 1979b). The active role of newborn infants in setting up dynamic co-

regulation of states of intention-with-awareness immediately after a normal birth were 

brought out by the sensitive observations of paediatricians Sander (1964, 1977) and Brazelton 

(1979). Their descriptions lead to advances in care for infants at birth, and for their parents, 

and they enabled better identification and treatment of neonatal illness. They also added 

support for the theory of ‘innate intersubjectivity’. 

The discoveries of that decade, which transformed scientific understanding of the initial 

state of human consciousness, and the origins of language, were reported in three books with 

many contributors: Studies of Mother-Infant Interaction edited by Rudolph Schaffer (1977); 



Colwyn Trevarthen 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  36 
 

Action, Gesture and Symbol: The Emergence of Language, edited by Andrew Lock (1978); 

and Before Speech: The Beginning of Human Communication edited by Margaret Bullowa 

(1979). 

 

The developing person-in-relations 

We now have abundant proof from detailed observation of movements and attentions of 

newborn infants that a human child comes to the world with an embodied sense of Self as an 

active and aware agent in touch with the world by several senses, and that we may be 

immediately conscious of, and attracted to, other persons’ movements. These aspects of 

humanness had been clearly conceived by the Scottish philosopher John Macmurray in two 

books, The Self as Agent (1959), and Persons in Relation (1961), though he did not have the 

evidence from early childhood. They were anticipated also by the European 

phenomenologists Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. A baby perceives human movements as 

expressions animated by intentions and feelings that can be imitated and engaged with by 

‘mirroring’, responding to the impulses they express (Aitken and Trevarthen, 1997; Reddy et 

al., 1997; Meltzoff, 2002; Kugiumutzakis, et al., 2005; Reddy, 2008; Bråten, 2009; Ammaniti 

and Gallese, 2014; Nadel, 2014; Kugiumutzakis and Trevarthen, 2015).  

By tracing the development of a child’s active demonstrations of mental life in the first 

two years, before mastery of the contrived code for the language of a particular community, 

descriptive research confirms not only an initial state of readiness act with curiosity and to 

share human consciousness (Trevarthen, 1977; Brazelton, 1979), but a developmental 

program or strategy of age-related advances in the functions of body and brain (Reddy et al., 

1997; Trevarthen and Aitken, 2003) (See Figure 4). These developmental steps, by creative 
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transformation of the initial motives, guide both the child and parents toward invention and 

mastery of a ‘proto-habitus’ of understanding, in which the agreed  ‘meanings’ of interesting 

actions and objects of value become increasingly conventional (Gratier and Apter-Danon, 

2009). At the same time, the self-conscious identity of the child, who recognises their name, 

and the personality they acquire with the recognition of close acquaintances, are elaborated 

(Reddy, 2008). This evolution of the shared and agreed understanding or ‘being’ of a social 

‘Me’ (James, The Principles of Psychology, 1890; Mead, Mind, Self, and Society, 1934) has 

an innate cause in the initiatives of the human person, who needs to identify other persons as 

‘known’, and to intimately relate with them with the immediate intimacy Martin Buber 

identified as, I and Thou (1958) (Reddy, 2008; Bråten, 2009; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 

2013). 

 

Advances in the Brain Science of shared intelligence: Generation of moving with 

awareness, and with feelings for identified others 

Our knowledge of how the human brain works by integrated activity among assemblies of 

millions of cells is, and always will be, incomplete. But there have been important 

discoveries in the past 200 years of how the sensory and motor agencies of the living body 

are mapped in the brain, with especially remarkable advances in the last two decades in 

methods for tracking and localizing neural activities that correlate with intentions to move 

and their emotions, and with how these are communicated. Special adaptations in neural 

circuits for shared imaginative and emotional life and learning of cultural meaning 

(Trevarthen, 2004) have become increasingly clear (Allan Schore, Affect Regulation and the 

Origin of the Self, 1994; Dan Siegel, The Developing Mind, 1999). 
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Medical science exploring parts of the intricate biology of the human body and brain, 

more complex than the brains of other species, makes advances by new ways of recording 

integrative neural activity to discover correlations with important mental events. It gathers 

evidence of intricate structures and processes. But it can lose sight of the essential whole 

impulsive and emotional Self, who seeks to share moving, knowing and feeling, “in the 

moment of acting with awareness”. The science of thinking as a cause of behavior may 

ignore motivating and evaluating principles that ‘matter’ for the intelligent actor doing and 

knowing. Some brain scientists are applying brain activity imaging techniques to study 

human ‘mirroring’ of actions and awareness for Self and with Others, seeking understanding 

of the integrated ‘self-as-agent’ and its time-regulated purposes, and the ways a human 

person relates with others in action (Goodrich, 2010; Ammaniti and Gallese, 2014).  

The brain of an animal is not, as has often been assumed by those who place their trust 

in education of the ignorant, an organ for learning how to coordinate reflex responses to 

certain stimuli that are found to either support, or harm, vital functions. Charles Sherrington, 

the creator of modern neurophysiology with his The Integrative Action of the Nervous System 

(1906), and the discoverer of the neural mechanism of proprioception that senses the body’s 

motor actions, found evidence for a natural philosophy of the mind from his studies of the 

nervous mechanisms for an animal’s awareness of self-made ‘imaginative’ movement. He 

relates human intelligence, and its rich appreciation of the world in a cultural life with other 

humans, to the natural creative vitality of all organisms, and especially to the practical and 

social abilities of self-awareness shown by animals, even those with much smaller brains than 

we have. His Gifford Lectures of 1937-1938, published as Man on His Nature (1955), present 

the human being as gifted with unique foresight in appreciation of reality as something our 

actions and desires expect by using clever hands and eyes, but with the same impulse to 
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discover by moving as conscious selves that even humble invertebrates possess. He also 

claimed we share with all animals the function of emotions as drivers of the evolution and 

development of intelligence in behavior, as Darwin had discovered, and as the work of 

neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp richly demonstrates with his studies of homologous chemistries 

of emotion in different mammals (Panksepp, 2009) (Figure 2).  

In the last 50 years a new appreciation of the motor and affective intelligence of a 

newborn infant confirms the insights of these biologists, and requires a revision of theories 

that attribute the origin of human self-awareness and intelligence to ‘teaching’ about reality. 

Detailed analysis of the movements, affective responses and imitations of an alert baby 

within hours of birth, and of fetuses months before term, as well as accounts of how 

development of body and brain proceeds in age-related stages, proves that the individual 

person begins with brain activities that are adapted to building shared understanding 

(Trevarthen et al., 1999; Nagy, 2011; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013; Ammoniti and 

Gallese, 2014). We are aware and sociable in human ways from the start, and our initial 

motives to know more require joyful companionship, not only attachment for mother’s love 

and care (Reddy et al., 1997; Trevarthen et al., 2006). 

Recent research by Robin Dunbar and others has demonstrated a correlation between 

the size of the cerebral neocortex in different primates in proportion to body size and the 

ability of each species to sense and respond to a limited number of identified ‘friends’ in a 

cooperative social group. This finding has led to the ‘social brain hypothesis’ (Dunbar, 2013). 

Primates -- monkeys, apes and humans – in addition to being uniquely clever with hands and 

eyes, are able to be cooperative in progressively larger communities, proving they are more 

socially intelligent than other species of mammal. They also have proportionally larger brains 

relative to body size, which are designed for the special cognitive abilities required to 
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appreciate how to be a valued member of a group of particular individuals with different 

‘manners’ and knowledge, and different rank in the group. This is the intersubjective world 

for which a child is adapted. 

 

First awareness in the self and with others 

A newborn is alive as an intelligent and sociable human being, with integrated and 

measured ways of acting and responding, moving a complex body in coordinated, intentional, 

ways, seeking guidance from senses with prospective awareness (Nagy, 2011). He or she is 

using imagination to composing dynamic motor images into controlled projects that reach out 

through rhythmic patterns of time in a consciousness of Sherrington’s self-monitoring, 

‘proprio-ceptive’ and ‘viscero-ceptive’ senses, generating, retaining and reusing forms of 

creative inner experience of moving. This is how a human individual intelligence begins to 

experience the uses of the world by ‘extero-ception’, with what Sherrington called ‘distance 

receptors’, to grasp what is outside and distant from the body, with imaginative subjectivity.  

And this actively conscious human being is also an inherently social person, eager to 

appreciate, by ‘altero-ception’, the intentions of human others as equivalent to those of the 

self, an actor who imitates, and who can share narratives of experience – making stories with 

enjoyment of playful experiments in moving-with-feeling with sympathetic and inventive 

companions (Nagy, 2006; Bråten, 2009).  

Primary human intelligence has, at first, no reference to agreed items of a reality, but is 

quick to notice some events that arise in a shared present moment. The infant is thinking ‘by 

doing’, and ‘about doing’ ‘now’, without knowing ‘how’ or ‘why’, or with ‘what’, in any 

articulate, symbolic way that may be conceived as detached from doing in the present 
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moment of agency with its intrinsic ‘vitality dynamics’ (Stern, 2010). This is the essential 

biology of human intelligence, and of its motives for growth and development in a culture. 

The first studies of films to accurately trace the process of human movement, made more than 

150 years ago by Etienne-Jules Marey, revealed that the motor activity of an animal is 

organized with great efficiency (Marey, La Machine Animale. Locomotion Terrestre et 

Aérienne, 1873). Animal actions are directed to anticipate and learn from sensory feedback 

from within the body and from objects chosen in the environment (Paillard, 1960). We start 

conscious life with a measured sensory-motor intelligence, which is first active in a foetus, 

five months before birth, with remarkable coherence and sensibility (Ammaniti and Gallese, 

2014). 

 

The innate rhythms of experience imagined in the time of action 

The existence of a ‘motor image’ formed in the mind for any action, a brain activity that 

anticipates and organises bio-mechanical effects of moving, in the body and in engagement 

with objects, was firmly established in the 1920s by a Russian neurophysiologist, Nikolai 

Bernstein (Coordination and Regulation of Movements, 1967), who used examination of film 

to accurately trace the regulation of forces in the moving body of a tool-user, a runner, or a 

child learning to walk. He analysed how the many motor components of any body action are 

assembled by the dynamic motor image formed in the brain into a coherent, intended 

movement, which is highly efficient, wasting almost no energy. Bernstein noted that well-

done movements are always rhythmic, smoothing out through planned steps of time the 

irregular inertial forces they intend to master. This power of the brain to integrate its activities 

predictively in coherent rhythmic patterns is recognised in the philosophy of phenomenology 
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(Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 1962), which accepts that motility and 

consciousness express the brain-generated ‘subjective’ time of intentional doing and thinking 

(Goodrich, 2010). We share an inborn sense of time, and this makes shared doing and 

thinking or shared meaning possible (Mazokopaki and Kugiumutzakis, 2009; Osborne, 2009; 

Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013) (Figures 3 and 5). 

 

Growing awareness of objects of interest, and sharing projects for their use 

 

Figure 4:  

Age-related transitions in development of activities, intelligence and communication 

through the 18 months of infancy. Table 1 provides more information of the changes. 



Infant common sense 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  43 
 

 

Descriptive research that has traced infant behaviour systematically through the first 

two years reveals that the infant’s initiatives to engage movements with what the world offers 

change with age (Aitken and Trevarthen, 1997; Reddy et al., 1997; Trevarthen and Aitken, 

2003) (Figure 4, and Tables 1 and 2).  
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Table 2 - Age-related stages in development of actions-with-awareness, and of 

communication, in infants and young toddlers. 

AGE DEVELOPMENT 

Birth to 4 Weeks Dawn of Subjectivity in Intersubjectivity: An alert newborn, with innate 

“human common sense”, moves coherently and rhythmically, orients 

body parts selectively to nearby events (innate “pre-reaching), and can 

engage in a dialogue of imitations with a sensitive Other, sharing actions, 

intentions and pleasurable emotions. The subjectivity of the self is co-

created in intersubjectivity. (Kugiumutzakis and Trevarthen, 2015) 

Months 1-2 Primary Intersubjectivity: Direct sensitivity to the expressions of feeling 

in intimate contact with an Other. "Dialogic closure’' in proto-

conversation sustained by two-way transmission of emotions. 

Identification of familiar affectionate partners. 

(Trevarthen, 1979b) 

Months 3-6 Games I: Exploration of surroundings and manipulation of objects. 

Pleasure in body-action and in object manipulation is shared, and 

imitated, in play, including musical-poetic play. Laughter, mirror self-

awareness and "showing off” as a "social Me" appear. 

(Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979; Reddy, 2008) 

Months 6-9 Games II: Lively socio-dramatic play and self-confident presentation with 

family increase, as does fear of strangers. The first ritualized “protosigns” 

are learned in play. First “emotional referencing” and joint orientation to 

a locus of interest aided by pointing. 

(Halliday, 1975; Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979) 

Months 9-14 Secondary Intersubjectivity: Shared interest in tasks and the uses of 

objects; infant produces “protolanguage” with utterance and gesture. 

Learning of the conventional meanings of things. Use of objects that 

others have given value “recreatively”, in fantasy play. 

(Halliday, 1975; Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979; Trevarthen and Hubley, 

1978) 

Months 14-24 Toddler, Learning to Walk, Run and Talk 

 

The neonate is alert, can orient selectively to nearby events, and can engage in a 

dialogue of imitations. By the second month the baby is strongly attracted to conversation 
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with a person who offers affectionate attention to his or her expressions of interest with 

emotions of delight in contact, or distress if the contact is insensitive or unresponsive. This 

has become known as the period of ‘primary intersubjectivity’. 

 

Figure 5: 

The Narrative Form of Baby Songs: 

Above: A pitch plot of “Rock a bye baby” showing the classic 4-line stanza, with the melody in 

the octave above Middle C (C4), and rhyming words on the ends of lines 1 and 2, and 2 and 4. 

The lines form the sections Introduction, Development, Climax  (C), and Resolution (falling 

arrow) 

Below: Action songs “Clappa clappa handies” and “Round and round the garden” with 6-

month-old infants, showing the 4 line stanzas and iambic feet of the poetic. 
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Interest in what can be done with life in movement changes in months 3 to 6 with 

increased concentration on objects that are nearby and might be touched by hand, and this 

leads to a loss of fascination for face-to-face proto-conversation. To regain the infant’s 

attention a partner must become more playful. In these months games that tease test the 

pleasure of anticipation, or that use rituals of rhythmic action and musical vocalization, as in 

baby-songs, to entice the infant’s interest in a narrative of feelings in movement (Trevarthen, 

1999, 2008, 2016, in press) (Figure 5). The infant displays a growing sense of fun with self-

consciousness of a performer who is sensitive to appreciation from known friends, and 

increasingly troubled by the uncomprehending reactions of strangers who ‘do not know the 

rules’ of favorite games (Reddy, 2008).  

After 6 months a stronger and more adventurous body can sit up and reach out with 

inquisitive eyes and hands. This leads to games that explore or tease to uses of objects, which 

become ‘toys’. Around 9 months after birth, within a couple of weeks, there is a marked 

change in the infant’s willingness to follow invitations or instructions that offer new 

initiatives in what to do or how to select and use objects. Discovery of this change in the 

development of a baby girl by Penelope Hubley led to the definition of a ‘secondary 

intersubjectivity’ or cooperative awareness, which opens the way for learning cultural 

practices to use objects, and instruments or tools, and it makes learning of words interesting 

and useful (Trevarthen and Hubley, 1978; Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979). A one-year old is 

exploiting all this growth of experience in common sense with generous family support to 

start giving messages of gesture and vocalization that have conventional form, and to accept 

true words as symbols to share familiar understandings. By the end of the second year the 

child begins to learn new words every day, to ‘tell’ about interesting life events with close 

acquaintances, remembering special experiences and making up fantastic new stories of what 
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might be. The vocabulary of this human mental skill of ‘languaging’ (Maturana, Mpodozis 

and Letelier, 1995) ‘explodes’ through the years 2 to 5 (Locke. 1993) as the toddler becomes 

both an agile gymnast exploring with peers and indulgent adults everything a freely mobile 

human body can do, and exercises the talents of what the Russian poet Kornei Chukovsky 

calls a brilliantly creative ‘linguistic genius’ (Chukovsky, 1968). 

These steps of intelligence and its sharing, which correlate with important 

developments in the human body and brain, are summarized in Table 2. 

 

Infant common sense leads to mastery of tools of culture, and to planned education in 

artful and practical skills 

“It is surely the case that schooling is only one small part of how a culture inducts 

the young into its canonical ways. Indeed, schooling may even be at odds with a 

culture's other ways of inducting the young into the requirements of communal 

living. ... What we resolve to do in school only makes sense when considered in the 

broader context of what the society intends to accomplish through its educational 

investment in the young. … how one conceives of culture and its aims, professed 

and otherwise.  

(Bruner 1996, pp. ix-x) 

A young child’s motives are adapted to bring them into meaningful experience with a 

culture and its customs, language and knowledge, all of which are alive in the social world 

the child comes into, a world with regulations that are perpetually changing (Trevarthen, 

2011b, 2012c; Trevarthen, Gratier, and Osborne, 2014; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2015). 

The learning begins as a story created with the child as co-author. Beyond infancy the child’s 
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grasp of meaning benefits from the help of teachers – people trained to give instruction in 

conventions that may not be spelled out in practical and playful life with parents, 

grandparents, neighbours and peers at home. Schools provide lessons for skills to use 

languaging -- speaking, reading and writing -- and for calculating, tools intended for future 

cooperation in the work of society. Teachers also guide acceptable manners in a law-

governed society, sometimes ‘correcting’ standards and habits, or survival strategies, that a 

child learned in the home and local community. But all these ‘lessons’ must, as educators 

John Dewey and Jerome Bruner say, accept that every child wants to be an active partner in 

acquiring cultural knowledge and skills, free to show in intimate and sympathetic 

relationships, what Alfred North Whitehead (The Aims of Education and Other Essays, 1929) 

called a ‘zest for learning’ led by intuitive aesthetic and moral sensibilities of the playful 

young human genius. 
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Ο βρεφικός κοινός νους:  

Η Επιστήμη της Φύσης της ανθρώπινης φροντίδας και  

της πολιτισμικής γνώσης 

Colwyn Trevarthen 

Περίληψη 

Ένα νεογνό δεν έχει την επίγνωση της αλήθειας ή των συμβατικών γεγονότων – πρόκειται να μάθει 

πολλά. Ωστόσο, το βρέφος έχει αυτο-επίγνωση ενός ευαίσθητου και   αδιάκριτου σώματος και είναι 

έτοιμο να μοιραστεί ανθρώπινα ενδιαφέροντα, σκοπούς και συγκινήσεις. Κινούμενο με συνοχή και 

ρυθμικότητα, το βρέφος γνωρίζει τις προθέσεις του ως υποκειμένου σε σχέση με τον εξωτερικό 

κόσμο και αποκτά επίγνωση του άλλου ή της διυποκειμενικότητας μέσα απο τον ενσυναισθηματικό 

συγχρονισμό του με τις κινήσεις και τα ενδιαφέροντα των άλλων. 

Τα πρωταρχικά κίνητρα, τα οποία διαμορφώνονται  πριν την γέννηση, αναπτύσσονται μέσα 

απο το μοίρασμα των διαπροσωπικών περιπετειών, των βιωμάτων με τους οικείους συντρόφους οι 

οποίοι γίνονται φίλοι και συν-οδοιπόροι στις ανακαλύψεις μέσα από τους παιγνιώδεις 

πειραματισμούς. Η γνώση του ανθρώπινου πολιτισμού προέρχεται απο αυτήν την έμφυτη κατάσταση 

του νου, η οποία αλλάζει στον οντογενετικό χρόνο. Ενισχύεται δε από συγκινησιακές εκτιμήσεις ή από 

αισθήματα αξίας και σημαντικότητας, τόσο αισθητικής όσο και ηθικής. Οι στιγμές μοιράσματος με 

τους ευαίσθητους άλλους συνθέτουν μια ιστορία σημαντικών γεγονότων που παραμένουν στη 

φαντασία και στη μνήμη σε άλλες χρονικές στιγμές. Μέσα απο αυτές τις συγκινησιακές διαδρομές ο 

φυσικός αλλά και ο κοινωνικός κόσμος αποκτά κοινό νου, δηλαδή συλλογική συνείδηση νοήματος. 

Στην παρούσα εργασία θα γίνει ανασκόπηση της περιγραφικής έρευνας της επικοινωνίας του 

νεογνού και του βρέφους με τους Σημαντικούς Άλλους, πριν την έναρξη της ομιλίας, όταν στο 

μοίρασμα ανάμεσα στη σκέψη του παιδιού και του συντρόφου του απουσιάζουν τα συμβατικά 

σύμβολα τα οποία κατονομάζουν απόντα πρόσωπα, αντικείμενα, γεγονότα και δράσεις, ή εκείνα που 

ορίζουν τα αίτια ή τους σκοπούς τους. Η ανθρώπινη επικοινωνία λαμβάνει χώρα αρχικά ως 

συντονισμένη δράση με σκέψεις αμοιβαίας συντροφικότητας. 

 

Λέξεις Κλειδιά: βρεφική αυτο-επίγνωση, γονεϊκά συναισθήματα και υποστήριξη, προσκόλληση και 

συντροφικότητα, παιχνίδι και επικοινωνιακή μουσικότητα, ηλικιακές αλλαγές, πολιτισμική μάθηση, 

διδασκαλία και θεραπεία, Έμφυτη Διυποκειμενικότητα. 
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Abstract 

This paper pays witness to a modest attempt to discuss critically Daniel N. Stern's elaboration of the 

concept of intersubjectivity. Stern introduces this concept in the context of his theory for the 

development of the four senses of the self in infancy, and continues to rework it throughout his work, 

giving to it an ontological significance for the whole process of development and subjectification. 

Intersubjectivity is discussed by Stern intensively through the condition of affect attunement, which 

seems to be for him its prototypical form. During the discussion of affect attunement and the 

development of the concept of vitality affects, an attempt will be made to point to the vagueness and 

certain contradictions of their meaning. A few propositions will be presented, through the use of 

concepts from Gilbert Simondon, William James and others in order to clarify Stern's valuable ideas 

and to extend them speculatively in new directions.  

 

Keywords: vitality affects, affect attunement, present moment,  

moving along, subjectivity, Intersubjectivity. 

 

Introduction 

An attempt to discuss the concept of intersubjectivity in Daniel Ν. Stern's body of work, 

might be compared with an attempt to trace the entangled strands of a thick fabric. 

Intersubjectivity is a constantly recurring theme in almost all of his writing, alas every time 

with new variations, captivating thus the interest of the reader as the "theme-and variation 

format" of the motherese prosody holds babies attention (Stern, 2010). The use and meaning 

of intersubjectivity is varied according to the context in which it is placed. This paper will be 
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an attempt to present various versions of the concept of intersubjectivity in Stern's 

development of the senses of self, with reference to the concepts of ‘affect attunement’, ‘the 

present moment’, and ‘moving along’ and finally by his elaboration of ‘vitality forms’. 

 

Weaving the Theory of Intersubjectivity 

In the preface of his groundbreaking book The Interpersonal World of the Infant, Stern, 

points at three interwoven strands that formed its texture. The first pays attention to the 

psychodynamic imperative that every patient’s case must be accounted in an “explanatory 

historical” manner, “of how the patient became the person who walked into your office” 

(Stern, 1985, p. vii). This task confronted him with a contradiction. On the one hand, 

psychodynamic theories offered accounts on how infancy influenced the present of the 

patient, but on the other hand it was extremely difficult to gather for each case enough secure 

facts in order to build a coherent developmental narrative. So, he admits that although every 

case was different, the “formulations for all… began to sound alike” (Stern, 1985, p. vii). 

Retrospective narratives are less faithful representations of past events, than ordering devices 

that evoke a past in order to meet present adaptive demands (Stern, 2010).  

The second strand leads from experimental research on infant development that erupted 

in the 70’s, and that challenged significantly the dominant psychological paradigms. Stern, 

seizes this opportunity as a critical moment to advance a dialogue and address the tensions 

between the reality of infancy as it is revealed through the accumulated research findings and 

the clinically reconstructed baby of psychoanalysis.  

The last strand opens as a bifurcation, a splitting between the pre-verbal infant and the 

articulate adult. Stern narrates a personal incident: “When I was seven or so, I remember 

watching an adult try to deal with an infant of one or two years. At that moment it seemed to 
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me so obvious what the infant was all about, but the adult seemed not to understand it at all. 

It occurred to me that I was at a pivotal age. I knew the infant's "language" but also knew the 

adult's. I was still "bilingual" and wondered if that facility had to be lost as I grew older” (p. 

viii).   

Through consideration of these paths to explanation we are presented with an attempt to 

think about, to bridge, or to transcend, three alternative accounts which could be perceived as 

consequences of a divide between the logocentric understanding of knowledge and 

experience, and all other forms of interaction and experience that are left aside. Infancy is the 

battleground where Stern will lament the lost preverbal unity of experience and attempt to 

forge a new alliance between the scattered parts of what, almost a century before, William 

James (1904) named "pure experience". 

The first chapter of the book opens with a battery of questions concerning the 

subjective lives of infants: "How do infants experience themselves and others? Is there a self 

to begin with, or another, or some amalgam of both? How do they bring together separate 

sounds, movements, touches, sights, and feelings to form a whole person? Or is the whole 

grasped immediately? How do infants experience the social events of "being with" another? 

How is "being with" someone remembered, or forgotten, or represented mentally? What 

might the experience of relatedness be like as development proceeds? In sum, what kind of 

interpersonal world or worlds does the infant create?" (Stern, 1985, p. 3). These questions 

are posed from the adult standpoint, from the remote (in time) position of someone 

wandering about the creation, of the universe or the interpersonal worlds: "Posing these 

questions is something like wondering what the universe might have been like the first few 

hours after the big bang. The universe was created only once, way out there, while 

interpersonal worlds are created, in here, every day in each new infant's mind. Yet both 
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events, at almost opposite frontiers, remain remote and inaccessible to our direct experience" 

(Stern, 1985, p. 3-4).  

As the adult in Stern's personal recollection, we are positioned inside the biblical 

narrative of the fall and the wandering to gain access to the infant mind, to “crawl inside” 

where it's experience resides in a remote time-space (Stern, 1985, p. 4). Difference is 

portrayed in chronological terms, and imagination, in a formulation strikingly reminiscent of 

the Romantic writers (Coleridge, 1907), is presented as a bridge to cross that divide -- a 

divide that is also formulated as the distance between observable behavior and the hidden 

contents of a mind. Imagination takes the form of constructs, theories about infants that guide 

the clinical objectives about psychopathology, the questions that guide research, parent's 

treatment of infants, and our views about human nature. Stern (1985) declares that "this book 

is such an invention. It is a working hypothesis about infant's subjective experience of their 

own social life" (p. 4). The subjective life of the infant will be reconstructed or inferred from 

the observational and experimental data that are gathered from developmental research. It is a 

"journey to the center of the earth", that can be repeated, one that does recur every time a 

baby is born and confronted by a grown up.   

Stern discuses his epistemological position in the second chapter of the book, through a 

juxtaposition of two infants, the observed and the clinical infant. The first one is the infant of 

developmental psychology, which informs us about the capacities of a behavioral infant for 

which only inferences can be made about its subjective experience from the developmental 

theories that those observational and experimental data inform. The clinical infant, on the 

other hand, is reconstructed through the psychoanalytic clinical practice, and "is the joint 

creation of two people, the adult who grew up to become a psychiatric patient and the 

therapist, who has a theory about infant experience. This recreated infant is made up of 
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memories, present reenactments in the transference, and theoretically guided interpretations" 

(Stern, 1985, p. 14). So, the clinical infant is a collaborative construction, made in the 

dialogues between the psychoanalyst and his adult patient, based on the latter's narratives 

about his early history. "Historical truth is established by what gets told, not by what actually 

happened. This view opens the door for the possibility that any narrative about one's life 

(especially one's early life) may be just as valid as the next" (Stern, 1985, p. 15). The 

experience of the clinical infant is a fiction that invents the past, not a reliable record of 

events.  

But could we not assert the same interactive constructive process also for the      

observed infant? In a footnote, Stern (1985) writes that "the two infants live at different levels 

of epistemological discourse". If, as he claims, the revolution in infant research "consisted of 

turning the situation on its head, by asking not, what is a good question to pose to an infant? 

but, what might an infant be able to do (like sucking) that would serve as an answer?" (p. 

38). We are presented with a different story of engagement with infants. And in a certain 

degree, that is what epistemology is about. Inventing new ways of relating and engaging with 

the world. According to Bruno Latour (2004) the revolution in the science of infant research 

was nothing less than a new way of articulating with the infant, leading to more articulate 

infant. "The path to science requires [...] a passionately interested scientist who provides his 

or her object of study with as many occasions to show interest and to counter his or her 

questioning through the use of its own categories" (Latour, 2004, p. 218). These new and 

risky opportunities for the infant to answer in its own ways as presented by Stern, led to the 

conception of a more interesting, rich, both more cognitive and more relational infant. I will 

claim that this new research ethos is a more egalitarian and symmetrical one that, while 

initially motivated by an adult-centric questioning, leads in to new infant-centered 
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questioning that creates the conditions for the emergence of what Stern describes as 

“relational senses of self”. In a way, in the above process, one can witness an interesting 

circularity. Relating with the infant as a coequal leads to the emergence of a more able and 

relational infancy. Intersubjectivity as I will try to show, for Stern is not just a domain of 

relatedness, or a capacity, but also an epistemological and ontological choice.  

Stern's scientific questions stem from, and can be answered only within, relational 

fields. His original questions on infant's experience and subjectivity, can be answered only 

through elaborating on what in his work are variously termed as relatedness, communion, 

communication, intersubjectivity, affect attunement, protonarrative envelope, ways-of-being-

with, moments of meeting, moving along and vitality forms. These relational terms, which 

are elaborated, interchanged, abandoned or aligned throughout his work, enable him to 

dynamically weave, without erasing the tensions, connections between the preverbal 

experience of relationships in infancy and the social world of an adulthood dominated by 

language.   

 

 

The Senses of Self and Intersubjectivity 

In Stern's work, intersubjectivity is introduced through the elaboration of the notion of 

the "sense of self". This sense resides mostly out of declarative awareness, but becomes 

conscious and is composed by integrating a set of characteristics: "There is the sense of a self 

that is a single, distinct, integrated body; there is the agent of actions, the experiencer of 

feelings, the maker of intentions, the architect of plans, the transposer of experience into 

language, the communicator and sharer of personal knowledge" (Stern, 1985, p. 5). The 

sense of self, its subjective reality as distinct from what Stern names "nature of self", is "the 
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way we experience ourselves in relation to others [and] provides a basic organizing 

perspective for all interpersonal events" (p. 6). He differentiates between several existential 

senses of self, prior to language and self-reflexive awareness, on which the latter are based 

and developed. Language and self-reflection can reveal, through introspective accounts, the 

existence of those preverbal senses of self and even transform them and create new senses of 

the self by working on them.  

Stern defines what he terms the sense of self of his proverbial infant as follows: "By 

"sense" I mean simple (non-self-reflexive) awareness. We are speaking at the level of direct 

experience, not concept. By "of self" I mean an invariant pattern of awarenesses that arise 

only on the occasion of the infant's actions or mental processes. An invariant pattern of 

awareness is a form of organization. It is the organizing subjective experience of whatever it 

is that will later be verbally referenced as the "self," This organizing subjective experience is 

the preverbal, existential counterpart of the objectifiable, self-reflective, verbalizable self" (p. 

7). 

So, the preverbal sense of self, is a non-reflexive invariant pattern of awareness that 

organizes the subjective experience of the actions and mental processes of the infant, and is 

"essential to daily social interactions" (Stern, 1985, p. 7). He places these senses of the self at 

the center of "normal interpersonal development", which, he states, "if [they are] severely 

impaired would disrupt normal social functioning and likely lead to madness or great social 

deficit" (Stern, 1985, p. 7). The senses of the self include the sense of agency, of physical 

cohesion, of continuity, of affectivity, of a subjective life that can achieve intersubjectivity 

with another, create organization, and transmit meaning. The formation of those senses of the 

self starts from birth, and emerge in "quantum leaps" during the first year of life, causing the 

infant to gain "an additional "presence" and a different social "feel" that is more than the 
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sum of the many newly acquired behaviors and capacities" (Stern, 1985, p. 8), so parents 

perceive, evaluate and act differently towards her. Stern claims that these changes "come 

about partly by virtue of the adult interpreting the infant differently and acting accordingly", 

as the adult interacts within the infant’s zone of proximal development,  "in an area 

appropriate to infant capacities not yet present but very soon to emerge" (Stern, 1985, p. 9). 

Every different sense of self (and other) enables the infant to participate "in the social world 

with a different organizing subjective perspective about it" (Stern, 1985, p. 9).  

Four different senses of the self are described, three preverbial, an emergent self (birth 

to two months of age), a core self (two to six months), a subjective self (from the sixth month 

onwards), and a verbal self. Stern does not conceive the development of these senses of self 

as successive stages, where the one replaces the other in a linear progressive order. As long as 

each one is formed, it continues to be active throughout life, coextensively with the rest. That 

is the major reason for attributing to them a central value for normal and abnormal 

development (Stern, 2000).  

Intersubjectivity is product and a condition of the third sense of self, termed as the 

subjective self. Before discussing the development of this sense of self and relationality, we 

should remember that the notion of intersubjectivity is, after the explosion of research in 

infant interaction from the middle of the 60's and onward, one of the seminal terrains where 

the concept of development is theorized. Intersubjectivity has a long history in 20th century's 

philosophy, through the work of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty and Schutz (Duranti, 2010), and its 

introduction in the field of infant development is done at the end of 70s by Colwyn 

Trevarthen (Trevarthen, 1979; Trevarthen and Hubley, 1978). In his work, intersubjectivity is 

mainly used descriptively, to define the ways through which interaction and communication 

of the infant with her caregivers is developed during the first year of life (primary and 
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secondary intersubjectivity). At the same time, using a psychobiological approach to the 

development of the human organism as an agent in social collaborations, he attributes to 

intersubjectivity an ontological value for the constitution of the person. Mind is considered as 

innately endowed with motives for communication and sharing with other persons. In other 

words, the infant is considered as ready, at least from birth, to get involved in interactions and 

relations with the vitality of significant others in his environment. Trevarthen and Delafield-

Butt (2013, p.189) present rich evidence that the human body and its organs, are adapted for 

participation in rich interactions with other persons, "that human beings are born with 

subjectivity, or coherent self-awareness in movement, and a drive for intersubjectivity, or 

cooperation in intimate coordination with other persons". 

Additionally, innate, built-in, motives guide the course of development itself, and the 

infants entry in the cultural world. For Trevarthen, human development is inconceivable 

outside intersubjective interaction.  

Stern (1985, p.135) uses selectively, in his model for the successive development of the 

senses of self, only Trevarthen's concept of secondary intersubjectivity, which he defines in a 

footnote of his book, as the "true intersubjectivity", that is shared except from humans and by 

other social animals. Secondary intersubjectivity is defined by Trevarthen (1998, p. 31), as 

"the systematic combining of purposes directed to objects with those that invoked interest and 

interaction from a companion". The distinctive characteristic of secondary intersubjectivity is 

that the infant has become able to understand that she and someone else may have different 

perspectives on reality, which they may share. This is exactly the criterion according to which 

Stern names the domain or relatedness of the subjective sense of self, intersubjectivity.  

One of the ideas that could not be stressed more in The Interpersonal World of The 

Infant is that the infant never experiences a confounding, undifferentiating merging or 
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symbiosis with other persons in their environment. Proprioception, amodal perception, and 

the organization of affective experience, enable the infant to experience the coherence and 

separateness of herself from others. This experiential sense of the self, is named as sense of a 

core self, and is composed from the integration of four invariants: self-agency, self-

coherence, self-affectivity and self-history. "Intersubjective relatedness is built on the 

foundation of core-relatedness. Core-relatedness, with its establishment of the physical and 

sensory distinctions of self and other, is the necessary precondition, since the possibility of 

sharing subjective experiences has no meaning unless it is a transaction that occurs against 

the surety of a physically distinct and separate self and other" (Stern, 1985, p.125). 

If the distinctiveness and coherence of the self is the precondition for the emergence of 

the sense of the subjective self and of intersubjectivity, then what is now added is a 

"discovery" by the infant of the "subjective mental states -feelings, motives, intentions- that 

lie behind the physical happenings in the domain of core-relatedness" (Stern, 1985, p.27). 

Stern writes about a "quantum leap", that enables the "reading", matching and attunement 

with the subjective mental states of other people. At the same time, the socialization of 

infant's subjective experience is the task that is foregrounded for the parents. What is at stake 

is the degree, the kinds, the tropes and the consequences of sharing the private worlds of 

subjective experience, "what part of the private world of inner experience is shareable and 

what part falls outside the pale of commonly recognized human experiences" (Stern, 1985, 

p.126).  

So, Stern founds the potential for intersubjective interaction on the discovery and 

separation of mental, psychological, subjective, internal domain alongside the field of bodily 

action and visible behavior. This is a distinctive domain, in which the infant and her 

companion do not only share their intentions about the world, but also share and 
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communicate exclusively about them as states of mind. Accordingly, Stern (1985), describes 

the sharing of attention, of intentions, and affects, with the terms inter-attentionality, inter-

intentionality and inter-affectivity.  

In sum, Stern discusses intersubjectivity through a series of distinctions, which can be 

summarized in a juxtaposition between a field of perceptually available bodily behaviors for 

an observer who relates them to shared circumstances, and a subjective, internal and so 

private, mental field of experience and meaning that is not objectively perceivable, in the 

common outside world, but can be shared by means of expressive actions. Intersubjectivity 

takes place in the second field through the mediation of the first. At this point some questions 

emerge: Which processes, formations or spacings enable the distinction between an 

objectively observable behavior and the subjective and private experience? Is this distinction 

ontological or epistemological? If it is ontological, how then can it be used as a stable base 

for study of (infant) development? If it is epistemological, how is the subjective, private 

world of experience constructed and under what conditions can an intersubjectively 

negotiated domain be abstracted as an internal, private space? Is the concept of 

intersubjectivity defined solely by the sharing of common mental states, or can its meaning 

be extended? Reversely, is intersubjectivity only one of the potential modalities of forging 

relations? In that case, could we bridge the "quantum leap" of intersubjectivity, by 

incorporating the latter in an analogic continuity of multiple strands of sensitization and 

relationality with and in the world? 
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Enacting Intersubjectivity: Affect Attunement 

We can accept Stern's emphasis of the sharing of affective states as the terrain to 

discuss the former questions. By the term ‘affect attunement’, Stern, describes the cross-

modal matching of the felt quality of the behavior of a person, her feeling state instead of the 

external behavior. So, affect attunement's scope is the sharing of an internal affective quality 

(which lies behind the describable behavior), through an analogical or metaphoric imitation, 

as one member of the interacting couple matches the feeling state of the other's behavior 

through a different perceptual modality. In the original formulation of affect attunement, 

three dimensions of behavior are matched: intensity of movement, temporality and shape. Its 

major function is interpersonal communion, the sharing of another's experience and not the 

altering of the other's belief or action as is the case in communication where parties exchange 

information in order to influence a change in the other (Stern, 1985; Stern et al., 1984).  

In effect, affect attunement has two more important functions. First, the socialization of 

infant's personal experience. "It is clear that interpersonal communion, as created by 

attunement, will play an important role in the infant's coming to recognize that internal 

feeling states are forms of human experience that are shareable with other humans. The 

converse is also true: feeling states that are never attuned to will be experienced only alone, 

isolated from the interpersonal context of shareable experience. What is at stake here is 

nothing less than the shape of and extent of the shareable inner universe" (Stern, 1985, 

p.151-2). The divide between social and personal experience, between the common and the 

private is movable and is positively produced through actual experiences of sharing or 

exclusion (what is selected or not for attunement). The shared space of affects is where, 

according to the new introduction in the second edition of The Interpersonal World of the 
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Infant, the "human alphabet for the cultural contextualization" of the infant is formed (Stern, 

2000, p. xxvii).  

Affect attunement has a decisive impact on the formation of the self. What is not 

considered sharable, is not only deemed private and idiosyncratic, but may also not be able to 

become linguistically encoded and consequently be unavailable for verbal articulation. The 

infant’s internal representations, formed by the interpersonal relations with others, will grow 

according to the influence of parents or others’ selective attunements. These will have a 

profound importance for the development of a reflexive self, since what will be available for 

reflection will depend on "the history of past and present attunements and misattunements" 

(Stern et al. 1984, p.266).   

Second, affect attunement paves the way for the infant's entrance to language. "An 

attunement is a recasting, a restatement of a subjective state. It treats the subjective state as 

the referent and the overt behavior as one of several possible manifestations or expressions 

of the referent. For example, a level and quality of exuberance can be expressed as a unique 

vocalization, as a unique gesture, or as a unique facial display. Each manifestation has some 

degree of substitutability as a recognizable signifier of the same inner state. And thus 

attunement recasting behaviors by way of nonverbal metaphor and analogue. If one imagines 

a developmental progression from imitation through analogue and metaphor to symbols, this 

period of the formation of the sense of a subjective self provides the experience with analogue 

in the form of attunements, an essential step toward the use of symbols..." (Stern, 1985, 

p.161). 

What is rather confusing in Stern's theory of intersubjectivity by attunement is the way 

he describes the sharing of states or feelings, which oscillate between being directly 

observable to inner, private and derived, between being there ready to be shared and created 
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by that sharing. Affect attunement as a prototype of the mode of engagement called 

intersubjectivity, is happening between two core-subjects, i.e. two sensibly discrete embodied 

selves, that share/commune, through an analogic act of matching observable behaviors, some 

hidden/unobservable feeling states. One can readily discern in this description a transcription 

of the theological doctrine of the eucharist, as the sharing/incorporation/communion by the 

congregation of a third part, Jesus body, an invisible substance that is transubstantiated in the 

host, and unites its receivers in one body, the body of the church, a communion of 

thankfulness (Bossy, 1983; Levy, Macy, and van Ausdall, 2012; Rubin, 1991). A sacramental 

world view is a prototype for Stern's description of intersubjectivity and attunement, where 

the former’s separation between a visible and an invisible world, by a prioritization of the 

invisible, the signification of the invisible through a sign and the revelation of the invisible 

through a relationship, are enacted. As I will present in the rest of this paper, feeling states are 

not a third (hidden) party that is shared (and revealed) between two individuals, but are what 

is created as a third part through the attunement of two persons that simultaneously evolve as 

individuals.    

So, we can ask firstly: why is the shared feeling state inner, or private, or invisible? 

Second, how is it that the shared feeling state preexists its matching and become manifest 

through it? Through affect attunement what are matched are vitality affects. They are defined 

as "those dynamic, kinetic qualities of feeling that distinguish animate from inanimate and 

that correspond to the momentary changes in feeling states involved in the organic processes 

of being alive. We experience vitality affects as dynamic shifts or patterned changes within 

ourselves or others" (Stern, 1985, p.156). "They concern how a behavior, any behavior, all 

behavior is performed, not what behavior is performed" (Stern, 1985, p.157). Stern defines 

vitality affects, or vitality contours, or vitality forms, as virtual, as a translation from behavior 
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to feeling, as a correspondence of an inner quality to a behavioral display, as a complement to 

temporal contours and as mental creation of an integrating mind (Stern, 1985, 1993, 1999, 

2004, 2010). Vitality affects correspond to what Stern defines as feeling, "the subjective 

quality of the experience" (Stern, 1993, p.206). Stern in his last book on Forms of Vitality, 

considers them as a "natural gestalt", a "holistic experience", an "emergent property", as part 

of a "phenomenal reality", that "are immediately grasped from the fundamental dynamic 

pentad" of movement, time, force, space and intention/directionality (Stern, 2010, p. 4-6). He 

states that forms of vitality correspond to "the way the mind was designed to grasp dynamic 

happenings" (Stern, 2010, p.7). They "are the most fundamental of all felt experience when 

dealing with other humans in motion" (Stern, 2010, p. 8). And that because "the experience of 

vitality is inherent in the art of movement. Movement, and its proprioception, is the primary 

manifestation of being animate and provides the primary sense of aliveness" (Stern, 2010, p. 

9). 

Stern in the development of his work, reworks constantly the concept of vitality affects, 

but does not clarify or explain it in a coherent way. So, although they are described as 

subjective qualities, they are positioned as emanating from the brain, or the mind, perceived 

directly and at the same time translated or expressive, private and so on. Returning to our 

former question, if vitality affects, or contours, or forms, are inherent in movement, and 

correspond to the way the person relates to that, why should they be inner, or private, or 

invisible?  

I think that the ambivalence lies in Stern's prioritization of a differentiated sense of self. 

In order to emphasize that, Stern, confounds the sense of self with subjectivity. The latter is 

defined by Stern (1985) as totality of certain attributes: agency, physical cohesion, continuity, 

affectivity, intersubjectivity, organization, and production of meaning. This description is 
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strikingly similar to the way Nicolas Rose (1998, p. 3-4) presents the modern mainstream 

narrative about subjectivity: 

"The self: coherent, bounded, individualized, intentional, the locus of thought, action, 

and belief, the origin of its own actions, the beneficiary of a unique biography. As such selves 

we possessed an identity, which constituted our deepest, most profound reality, which was the 

repository of our familial heritage and our particular experience as individuals, which 

animated our thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, and values. As selves, we were characterized by a 

profound inwardness: conduct, belief value, and speech were to be interrogated and rendered 

explicable in terms of an understanding of an inner space that gave them form, within which 

they were, literally, embodied within us as corporeal beings. This internal universe of the 

self, this profound psychology', lay at the core of those ways of conducting ourselves that are 

considered normal and provided the norm for thinking and judging the abnormal - whether 

in the realm of gender, sexuality, vice, illegality, or insanity. And our lives were meaningful, 

to the extent that we could discover our self be our self express our self love our self and be 

loved for the self we really were". 

Turning away from what Bruno Latour calls the ugly face of constructivism, my 

intention is not to claim that Stern's theory of the senses of the self is culturally bounded. He 

has already answered that kind of criticism, by making a distinction between the culture as 

viewed from the outside and as it is enacted in order that the child can be influenced by that. 

Stern makes clear that what interested him was the study of the few variables that form the 

"human alphabet for sociocultural contextualization" (Stern 2000, p. xxvii). So, he discerns 

two domains on which culture is enacted, the implicit, affective, preverbal and the explicit, 

conscious, verbal domain. The grasping by the infant of how the implicit domain works is 

vital for his entrance in the explicit verbal domain which we in most of the cases define as 
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cultural. Stern is very careful on that, he does not consider the implicit domain as pre-

cultural, but as a differing from the explicit in "depth, breadth, and nature" (Stern, 2000, 

p.xxvii). The implicit domain is relational too.  

What I claim is that we should insist to unravel the blackboxing (Latour, 1999) of its 

development, to keep visible the relations, the ‘technologies and assemblages’ that endow the 

infant with the rich inner life that Stern describes. The infant during affect attunement, or 

generally in its intersubjective engagements, is not sharing his inner or private feelings. On 

the contrary, during the attunement, the mother, or anyone else who matches through her or 

his action the feeling of the baby's behavior, abstracts from the flow of interaction one certain 

element as subjective, and by so enables, at that very instant, the infant to acquire or sense 

that it can have a private, hidden self. Stern, as was presented above, does actually understand 

affect attunement as a terrain where what is sharable/social/common and what is 

unsharable/isolate/private is negotiated. But since what is deemed private or isolate is 

produced through interactive engagement, then it must be stressed that privacy or isolation is 

equally a relational/social condition, and not just what belongs to the self without being 

shared. What is produced as private is not what remains hidden in the depths of a subject, but 

what through certain relational arrangement is performed as hidden, or inarticulate.  

The modern psychology of a coherent, bounded, individualized, intentional, and 

agentive self, is a narrative, a collection of sentences that are build, embodied and sustained, 

from the "alphabet" that Stern (2000, p. xxvii) magisterially delineates in his work. But we 

should abstain from defining this alphabet as subjective. Actually this alphabet is the 

condition of possibility for different modes of subjectivity. Using Gilbert Simondon's 

concepts we could compare the processes that give rise to the three first senses of the self, to 

the preindividual being that is "more-than-unity" and "more-that-identity", which "exists with 
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a reverse of becoming", constantly "in excess over itself", from and through which 

individuation arises (Combes, 2013, p. 3). Stern's theory of the development of the senses of 

the self, is a description of individuation. But, Stern while presenting how the individual 

emerges through individuation, seeks at the same time to understand individuation through 

the individual (Combes, 2013), so he views for example affect attunement as the sharing of 

private feelings, i.e. as if feelings were subjective before the process of their individualization 

through their selective matching.  

I think that we can make a further comparison of Simodon's "preindividual share" 

which he equates with affectivity (Combes, 2013, p. 31), with William James (1904) concept 

of "pure experience", in order to redescribe how vitality affects are individualized or 

subjectified through affect attunement. James (1912) defines pure experience as follows: 

"'Pure experience' is the name which I gave to the immediate flux of life which furnishes the 

material to our later reflection with its conceptual categories. Only new-born babes, or men 

in semi-coma from sleep, drugs, illnesses, or blows, may be assumed to have an experience 

pure in the literal sense of a that which is not yet any definite what, tho' ready to be all sorts 

of whats; full both of oneness and of manyness, but in respects that don't appear; changing 

throughout, yet so confusedly that its phases interpenetrate and no points, either of 

distinction or of identity, can be caught. Pure experience in this state is but another name for 

feeling or sensation. But the flux of it no sooner comes than it tends to fill itself with 

emphases, and these salient parts become identified and fixed and abstracted; so that 

experience now flows as if shot through with adjectives and nouns and prepositions and 

conjunctions. Its purity is only a relative term, meaning the proportional amount of 

unverbalized sensation which it still embodies" (p. 93-4). 
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"The instant field of the present is always experience in its 'pure' state, plain unqualified 

actuality, a simple that, as yet undifferentiated into thing and thought, and only virtually 

classifiable as objective fact or as some one's opinion about fact. This is as true when the 

field is conceptual as when it is perceptual" (p.74). 

For James, divisions like subject and object, internal and external, are not part of pure 

experience but secondary divisions and conceptual classification. The description is very 

close to the holistic amodal quality of perception that Stern emphasizes. Furthermore, both 

James and Stern equate experience with feeling or vitality that are produced by its endless 

flow, movement and change. Stern in his last book on Vitality Forms (2010), claims that we 

experience people and inanimate relations in terms of their vitality. Forms of vitality arise 

from five dynamic events: movement, time, force, space and intention directionality. Stern 

(2010, p. 4), considers the last four as "daughters of movement", as arising or produced from 

movement: "Movement brings with it the perception or attribution of force(s) 'behind' or 

'within' the movement. In addition, movement has to happen in space, so a sense of space is 

defined by the movement. Finally, a movement has directionality. It seems to be going 

somewhere. A sense of intentionality is also inevitably added". But, while by this move Stern 

seems to come close to how pure experience in itself produces emphases or salient part, he 

soon turns around and insists that "the dynamic forms of vitality are [...] psychological, 

subjective, phenomena that emerge from the encounter with dynamic events" as the mind 

integrates these external and other internal events (Stern, 2010, p.7). Here we witness the 

return of the old distinction between primary and secondary qualities. James (1912, p.147), 

notes that in our everyday life we hardly make such distinctions -- a distinction that was 

introduced in modern thought by thinkers like Galileo, or Descartes -- but on the contrary, 

"by engendering and translocating just these qualities, actively efficacious as they seem to be, 
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we ourselves succeed in altering nature so as to suit us". Latour (2004) points that the 

distinction between primary and secondary qualities enacts Whitehead's "bifurcation of 

nature", into observable, natural, objective things, and a phenomenal, subjective, inner 

reality.  

If forms of vitality are primary, they cannot arise "from how the mind processes 

dynamic experience from any source ('real' or imagined)", (Stern, 2010, p.22). If they are a 

"natural gestalt", a "holistic experience" and an "emergent property", then they cannot arise 

solely from the mind, or brain processes, because this would go counter to dynamic systems 

theory, to which Stern frequently refers and borrows terms. According to Smith and Thelen 

(2003, p. 343-4): "The first assumption of the dynamic approach is that developing organisms 

are complex systems composed of very many individual elements embedded within, and open 

to, a complex environment. As in many other complex systems in nature, such systems can 

exhibit coherent behaviour: the parts are coordinated without an executive agent or a 

programme that produces the organized pattern. Rather, the coherence is generated solely in 

the relationships between the organic components and the constraints and opportunities of 

the environment. This self-organization means that no single element has causal priority". 

So, forms of vitality, if they are considered through the dynamic approach, cannot be the 

product of mind or brain alone, but of its fleshy relation with the body in the environment. 

That is very close to the way that Rodolfo Llinás understands emotions, as premotor "fixed 

action patterns" that prepare for movement (Goodrich, 2010, p. 339). They evolve in the tight 

distance between a highly coupled dynamic system of the brain, the body and the 

environment (Goodrich, 2010, p. 345).  In a similar way, Brown and Stenner (2001, p. 89) 

conceptualize Spinoza's theory of affect as "an ordering of the relations between bodies and 

between ideas that shows forth as a decision or a determination for action". Affects are 
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conceived as "ways of being", that empower a subject to proceed, to act, in a certain way 

towards his environment (Brown and Stenner, 2001, p. 96). 

In fact, forms of vitality, are exactly that. They are the relation of the organism to its 

environment, much like affordances in Gibson's theory of ecological perception. James 

Gibson (1979, p.129) wrote this cryptic passage: "An important fact about the affordances of 

the environment is that they are in a sense objective, real, and physical, unlike values and 

meanings, which are often supposed to be subjective, phenomenal, and mental. But, actually, 

an affordance is neither an objective property nor a subjective property; or it is both if you 

like. An affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subjective-objective and helps us to 

understand its inadequacy. It is equally a fact of the environment and a fact of behavior. It is 

both physical and psychical, yet neither. An affordance points both ways, to the environment 

and to the observer". Anthony Chemero (2009, p. 201) reformulates, explicating, Gibson's 

oracle in a way very near to W. James radical pragmatism: "What we perceive, which is to 

say what we experience, are relations between ourselves and our environments. Our 

perception of affordances, which is to say our perceptual experience, is also a relation, this 

time between ourselves and our affordances. The upshot of this is that our experiences are 

not things that happen in our heads; they happen in animal– environment systems. Conscious 

experiences, that is, are what happen when animals pick up information about affordances". 

If we wish to get rid of bifurcations between nature and culture, objective and subjective, the 

road leads back to relation, the primordiality of relation (of transitions and connections too), 

which is integral to experience, from which the subject and the object can be abstracted.  

James (1904, p. 480) explains eloquently how this abstraction is performed: 

"experience, I believe, has no such inner duplicity; and the separation of it into 

consciousness and content comes, not by way of subtraction, but by way of addition -- the 
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addition, to a given concrete piece of it, of other sets of experiences, in connection with which 

severally its use or function may be of two different kinds". Subjectivity, the subjective sense 

of self arises through additions. Affect attunement, which according to Stern negotiates the 

divide between the common and the private, works through an addition. The infant's partner 

when matching the intensity or temporality of the infant’s movement, enacting it through a 

different tropicality or in different metaphors or modalities of expression, adds the specific 

vitality form of his body motion to the motion of the baby's body and so renders it subjective 

too. Two different lines (the trajectories of two moving bodies) cross and make a point, 

which, when seen from the historicity/continuity of each line, marks the emergence of an 

individuality.  When the partner matches the contour of the infant's action through his own 

moving body, foregrounds the infants kinesthetic feeling: I move like (not as) you and 

therefore I feel like you, so if by my body I am separate from you then you are a feeling 

specificity, an animated feeling flesh marked by its subjectivity. Here, we can recall Alfred 

Schutz (1976, p. 23): "I experience a fellow-man directly if and when he shares with me a 

common sector of time and space. The sharing of a common sector of time implies a genuine 

simultaneity of our two streams of consciousness: my fellow-man and I grow older together. 

The sharing of a common sector of space implies that my fellow-man appears to me in person 

as he himself and none other. His body appears to me as a unified field of expressions, that 

is, of concrete symptoms through which his conscious life manifests itself to me vividly. This 

temporal and spatial immediacy are essential characteristics of the face-to-face situation". 

Growing old together, a powerful phrase that echoes strikingly Stern's (2004) term "moving 

along together", by sharing a "vivid present" (Schutz, 1976), or a "present moment" (Stern, 

2004), marks subjectivity by sharing.  
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Here we arrive at a turning point is Stern's understanding of intersubjectivity. From the 

earliest conceptualizations of affect attunement, Stern seems to understand it as a continuous 

process. In his study with Hofer, Haft and Dore (1984, p. 263) we read that, although 

attunements where not as frequent ("we only found one attunement per minute"), "attunement 

as a form of feeling-connectedness to another is mostly experienced as a process unbroken in 

time". Vitality affects are considered as more ideal from categorical affects to understand 

connectedness, because they reside in every behavior and they are continuous in time, with 

peaks that rise in an observable matching and troughs we could add. "In this way, affective 

tracking or attunement with another can occur as a continuous process. [...] It feels like an 

unbroken process. It seeks out the form of vitality momentarily ongoing in any and every 

behavior (including affect displays) and uses that to keep the thread of connectedness 

unbroken" (Stern et al. 1984, p.265). So, the affective attunement does not have to imply only 

matching in the form of similarity (Beebe et al., 2003), but correspondence, or what in his 

later work, Stern (2004) named "shared feeling voyages". They "refer to the joint experience 

of a moment of meeting. It emphasizes that the two people travel together during a present 

moment through a similar landscape of feelings where shifts in feeling serve as landmarks. It 

is thus a voyage of feelings. Further, there is a mutual recognition of making this voyage 

together - in other words, it is shared. It is an intersubjective phenomenon" (Stern, 2004, 

p.246).  

This shared feeling voyage, seems to be exclusively mental. Stern actually describes it 

twice like that (pp. 75 and 103). That is because the situation that Stern uses as his prototype 

to develop his theory about intersubjectivity, is the face-to-face condition, between a mother 

and an infant, or in the psychotherapy. But if we do not confine ourselves to the face-to-face 

prototype, and take shared feeling voyages for a real trip outside, then we can give a different 
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meaning to them. Taking a shared voyage outside the experimental or the psychoanalytic 

room means that the landscape ceases to be just mental, and takes back its materiality. The 

flows that meet out there are not (only) subjective feelings abstracted form the observable 

behavior. The flows of vitality also come from the movement of the heterogeneous materials 

from which the landscape is composed. Stern acknowledges that in The Present Moment in 

Psychotherapy and Everyday Life (2004), where, for example, he writes that "experiences in 

the present can be polyphonic or polytemporal" (p. 25), and a few pages later he states that 

"Everything we do, feel, and hear from people has a temporal contour. We also attribute 

contours to many events in nature. We are immersed in a "music" of the world at the local 

level - a complex polyphonic, polyrhythmic surround where different temporal contours are 

moving back and forth between the psychological foreground and background" (p. 64). But if 

the landscapes outside the psychological room are constantly changing and transforming, 

then their contours are not attributed by us, nor are they psychological (although they can be 

made to be). Moving, walking inside a "real" landscape means to "experience of vitality is 

inherent in the art of movement. Movement, and its proprioception, is the primary 

manifestation of being animate and provides the primary sense of aliveness" (Stern, 2010, p. 

9). So, moving along together in a landscape can mean more than sharing subjective feelings, 

in fact it amounts to being immersed in assemblages of "polyphonic, polyrhythmic" affects, 

that only rarely match, but vary constantly, into which you must try to correspond with your 

sentient movement, because "the lines of correspondence are lines of feeling" (Ingold, 2013, 

p. 105), or forms of compatibility between a perceiving organism and its milieu in 

Simondon's terminology (Combes, 2013), or relations that afford opportunities for someone 

somewhere (in Chemero's recasting of Gibson), and may lead to change or transformations 

through present moments, from which we can upload the emphasis in the mental, and give 
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them back the original meaning of the word kairos, which Stern chooses to use, as the critical 

time to act not just in the face of another, but in the world.  

That way around, intersubjectivity as "the capacity to share, know, understand, 

empathize with, feel, participate in, resonate with, and enter into the lived subjective 

experience of another" (Stern, 2005, p.78), is or can be one or several moments in the wider 

flow of moving along together inside shared experience. In the same sense, subjectivity can 

be viewed as an emergent property of the moving along together. Let's use as a coda, a phrase 

from Stern's last book, which we presented before: "a movement has directionality. It seems 

to be going somewhere. A sense of intentionality is also inevitably added" (2010, p. 4). If 

directionality is inherent in our relation with movement, then following James we can make 

subjectivity appear if we tie this directionality to a personal historicity. With that addition, a 

movement can become subjective, or purposeful. To meet it you don't have to access a 

private mental plain, but only to correspond with, or use, it.   
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Σκέψεις πάνω στη Διυποκειμενικότητα στο έργο του Daniel N. Stern 

Στάθης Παπασταθόπουλος 

Περίληψη 

Στόχος του κειμένου αυτού είναι η κριτική διαπραγμάτευση της έννοιας της διυποκειμενικότητας στο 

έργο του Daniel N. Stern. Ο Stern εισάγει την έννοια της διυποκειμενικότητας στο πλαίσιο της 

αναπτυξιακής του θεωρίας για την ανάδυση των αισθήσεων του εαυτού στην βρεφική ηλικία και 

συνεχίζει να την επεξεργάζεται σε όλη την πορεία του έργου του, προσδίδοντάς της μια οντολογική 

βαρύτητα για την ίδια την δυνατότητα της ανάπτυξης και της υποκειμενο-ποίησης. Μέσα από την 

παρουσίαση και ανάλυση του έργου του Daniel Stern διαφαίνεται ότι η έννοια της 

διυποκειμενικότητας μεταβάλλεται σημαντικά, από ένα τρόπο οργάνωσης των σχέσεων, στο πλαίσιο 

της ανάδυσης του υποκειμενικού εαυτού, σε ένα εγγενές κατηγόρημα της ανθρώπινης υπόστασης  

που διαπερνά κάθε πλευρά της ζωής του και μεταβάλλεται ανάλογα. Ιδιαίτερη έμφαση δίνεται στην 

διαπραγμάτευση της διυποκειμενικότητας στο πλαίσιο της συγκινησιακής εναρμόνισης, η οποία 

αποτελεί για τον Stern την πρωτογενή μορφή διυποκειμενικής σχέσης. Στο κεφάλαιο της Συζήτησης 

επισημαίνονται ορισμένες ασάφειες και αντιφάσεις στον τρόπο που ο Stern αντιλαμβάνεται την 

έννοια της υποκειμενικότητας και διατυπώνονται προτάσεις επίλυσής τους μέσα από τη συγκριτική 

αντιπαράθεση με τις θεωρίες των Gilbert Simondon και William James.   

Λέξεις Κλειδιά: αισθήματα ζωτικότητας, συγκινησιακή εναρμόνιση, στιγμές παρόντος, προχωρώντας 

από κοινού, υποκειμενικότητα, Διυποκειμενικότητα. 

 



Primary Intersubjectivity 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  90 
 

Primary intersubjectivity: 

Accessed gradually or present in early infancy? A third alternative 

Zaira Papaligoura3 

Abstract 

There has been a strong debate among developmental psychologists concerning the emergence of self 

in infancy, the ability to differentiate between self and other and the time when infants understand that 

‘me’ and the other make two different human beings. Classical psychoanalytic theory, postulates that 

during the early phases of infant mental development there is no internal, external differentiation. On 

the basis of recent infant observational studies C. Trevarthen and D. Stern propose that infants have a 

primary intersubjectivity that develops as an adaptation for social life before birth, and there is no 

initial psychic undifferentiation as psychoanalysts believe. Considering these two opposite views, 

Bernard Golse psychiatrist, psychoanalyst offers a third alternative of infant psychic development. 

This proposes that intersubjectivity is created in a dynamic way between moments of transient 

intersubjectivity and moments of undifferentiation until intersubjectivity is stabilized. 

 

Keywords: communication, psychic development, Primary Intersubjectivity. 

 

Introduction 

There has been a strong debate among developmental psychologists concerning the 

emergence of self in infancy, the ability to differentiate between self and other and the time 

when infants understand that “me” and the other make two different human beings. 

Classical psychoanalytic theory, deriving from clinical experience, postulates that 

during the early phases of infant mental development there is no internal, external 

differentiation. The sounds, the smells, and the face are not united together in one person. 

Thus, psychoanalysts believe that infants go through an initial phase of primary 
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unintegration. During this period, the feelings derived from the body are not pieced together 

to form the self.  The initial fusion with the mother, during the symbiotic period, gradually 

leads to separate functioning (Freud, Klein, Mahler, Bick, Bion, Winnicott, Tustin and 

others). Infants who are cared for in a nurturing environment eventually develop a 

wholesome ego capable of bringing together all unintegrated parts and grow in healthy adults. 

On the other hand, according to recent infant observational studies, the basis for mental 

development seems to be determined during the first months of life by the earliest 

organizations of subjective experience of self-and-other. Colwyn Trevarthen, Jerome Bruner 

and Martin Richards studied infants at Harvard University in order to determine whether they 

perceived objects and persons in a different way. They filmed them with an object and with 

the mother weekly from birth up to the age of six months. Their results showed that by three 

weeks after birth infants approach persons and objects in quite different ways. This was 

observed in the different expressions of face, hands and voice. Trevarthen and his colleagues 

(Penelope Hubley, Lynne Murray and others) continued for more than thirty years to film 

spontaneous play between infants and their mothers at Edinburgh University. Descriptive 

micro-analysis of these films revealed movements of lips and tongue which resemble 

rudimentary speech and were therefore called “prespeech” movements. These analyses also 

showed that infants display hand movements which were related to the gestures of adults in 

conversation. The interactions of infants between 6 and 12 weeks after birth were called 

proto-conversations (Bateson, 1979; Trevarthen, 1979). According to Trevarthen, some of 

these expressions have the motive of eliciting maternal care, but others transmit emotions 

about subjective experiences when communicating with an attentive adult, sharing them 

(Trevarthen and Aiken, 2001). Furthermore, the vocal, oral and gestural expression of infants 

was shown to be effectively coordinated with those of another person, having regular patterns 
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in time which indicated a mutual adjustment of the infant and its partner in communication. 

From these analyses of communication with very young infants it was hypothesized that the 

behaviors observed were innate. Stemming from this observational research Trevarthen 

proposed the theory of Innate Intersubjectivity which holds that children have a dual 

representation of self and other at birth and have innate motives to communicate with other 

persons.   

A similar view is held by Daniel Stern (2000) who said that the newborn infant can 

perceive, represent and feel that he is the agent of his actions. Stern postulated a model of 

development for the first year of life identifying four “senses of self”, which contribute to the 

formation of an integrated pattern of object relatedness that is sustained throughout the life 

cycle. He suggested that the first to emerge is the “emergent sense of self”. This sense of self 

is both composed of the experience of the process of “emergent organization” and is also the 

product of that organization of experience. Therefore, both Trevarthen and Stern propose that 

infants have a primary intersubjectivity that develops as an adaptation for social life before 

birth, and there is no initial psychic undifferentiation as psychoanalysts believe. 

Both Trevarthen (Trevarthen and Aitken, 2003) and Stern (2000) report age-related 

developmental changes through infancy, acknowledging that mastery of interpersonal skills is 

transformed. But both affirm that a sense or representation of Self and Other is present and 

active in body and brain of a newborn. In a new introduction to the second edition of his book 

The Interpersonal World of the Infant, Stern updates a detailed review of the evidence, and 

says, “the most important point is that a primary intersubjectivity starts from the beginning, 

as does the sense of an emergent self, as does the sense of a core self” (Stern, 2000, p. xxii) 

Experimental studies on development of particular abilities seem to support 

Trevarthen’s and Stern’s theories of an innate readiness for both subjective and 
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intersubjective awareness, and for ‘ways of being with’ another person (Stern, 2000, p. xv). 

More specifically, research has consistently shown that infants have a preference of human 

stimuli over objects. For example, human faces are preferred to other stimuli (Fantz, 1963) 

and the voices of humans are preferred to non human sounds (Eisenberg, 1975). Neonatal 

imitation of a wide range of expressions, facial, vocal and gestural movements also shows 

that infants, even those born prematurely, imitate actively and intentionally during 

interactions (Maratos, 1973, 1982; Meltzoff and Moore, 1977, 1983, 1992; Kugiumutzakis, 

1985, 1998; Kugiumutzakis and Trevarthen, 2015).  

Research has also shown that infants as young as 2 months old have clear expectations 

about how a nurturing adult should respond to them and when this is not the case they 

become distressed. In a series of studies, known as perturbation studies, infants are placed in 

a situation where they interact pleasantly with their mother. Once the baby is really engaged 

in the interaction the mother stops responding and looks at the infant holding a blank 

expression on her face. Infants’ initial reaction was to try to re-engage their mother in 

communication and when their efforts were not effective they became distressed (Tronick et 

al., 1978; Murray and Trevarthen, 1985). Thus, while psychoanalysts maintain that initially 

there is no self-other differentiation, experimental studies show that infants recognize other 

persons and have expectancies of how adults should respond to them. 

Considering these two opposite views, Bernard Golse psychiatrist, psychoanalyst 

(2010) offers a third alternative of infant psychic development. This proposes that 

intersubjectivity is created in a dynamic way between moments of transient intersubjectivity 

and moments of undifferentiation. The developmental task for the infant is to progressively 

strengthen these first moments of intersubjectivity, making them take precedence, in a more 

stable and continuous way over the primitive undifferentiation. In order to illustrate his 
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position, Golse presents the example of breast feeding as described by Donald Meltzer 

(1980). According to Meltzer, during feeding time the infant feels that the different sensory 

perceptions from the mother (smell, visual image, taste of milk, warmth, her tactile quality, 

her holding…) are not independent from one another. They are not splitting or “dismantling” 

the sensory apparatus of the baby, but they are temporarily united. In these conditions, the 

infant has access to the experience that there is a real external ‘pre-object’ that exists in a 

moment of primary intersubjectivity. After the feeding, this feeling of being ‘mantled’ in 

intersubjectivity fades, and a splitting of awareness into the components of the sensory 

apparatus becomes predominant. From one feed to another the infant oscillates between being 

mantled and dismantled in experience of the ‘other’ until finally an experience of 

intersubjectivity is stabilized. Golse admits that this process of development would not be 

possible if there did not exist nuclei or moments of intersubjectivity in every infant. 

Accessing a more coherent and persistent state of intersubjectivity, is seen as a gradual 

convergence of these nuclei of intersubjectivity.  

Winnicott would probably not exclude this third perspective as he was the first 

psychoanalyst to mention, in his paper on Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena 

(Winnicott, 1958), first published in1951, the existence of a space between the “inside” and 

the “outside”. The transitional phenomena refer to a dimension that is neither internal nor 

external but rather a place that connects and separates inner and outer. Before Winnicott there 

is no mentioning of a space between inside and outside in the psychoanalytic literature. 

This third model of psychic development allows a convergence between those theories 

which hold that intersubjectivity is an innate faculty with those that believe that it is learned, 

and also explains research findings from experimental studies which measure epigenetic 

development of skills of relating. 
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Πρωτογενής Διυποκειμενικότητα: 

Έμφυτη ή σταδιακά αναπτυσσόμενη, μια εναλλακτική προσέγγιση 

Ζαΐρα Παπαληγούρα 

Περίληψη 

Στο άρθρο αυτό αρχικά παρουσιάζονται οι δύο κυρίαρχες θέσεις σχετικά με την ανάδυση του εαυτού 

στη βρεφική ηλικία, με την ικανότητα των βρεφών να διαχωρίζουν τον εαυτό τους από τον άλλον και 

να κατανοούν ότι εγώ και ο άλλος συνιστούν δύο διαφορετικά άτομα. Σύμφωνα με την ψυχαναλυτική 

θεωρία, στις αρχικές φάσεις της βρεφικής ανάπτυξης δεν υπάρχει διαφοροποίηση εαυτού και άλλου. 

Ωστόσο, με βάση τα δεδομένα από τις πρόσφατες έρευνες της Αναπτυξιακής Ψυχολογίας ο C. 

Trevarthen και ο D. Stern θεωρούν ότι η διυποκειμενικότητα είναι έμφυτη. Ο παιδοψυχίατρος 

Bernard Golse πρότεινε μια περισσότερο δυναμική θέση σύμφωνα με την οποία τα βρέφη έχουν 

στιγμές πρώιμης διυποκειμενικότητας οι οποίες σταδιακά ενώνονται ώστε να κατακτηθεί μια σταθερή 

αντίληψη διάκρισης εαυτού και άλλου. 

 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: επικοινωνία, διάκριση εαυτού και άλλου, Έμφυτη Διυποκειμενικότητα, Πρωτογενής 

Διυποκειμενικότητα. 
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Sex-related differences in cooperation and communication 

with young infants 

Theano Kokkinaki4 

Abstract 

We compared ‘emotional coordination’ and ‘non-matching’ in spontaneous dyadic interactions of 

infant girls and boys with their mothers in early infancy. Eleven infant-mother dyads from Crete, 

Greece, six with girls, and five with boys, were observed during natural interactions at home from the 

second to the sixth month of life. Micro-analysis was used to investigate ‘coordination’ and ‘non-

matching’ of facial expressions of emotion. ‘Emotional coordination’ was evaluated with four 

measures: matching of facial expressions, completion when one responded to the other with ‘pleasure’ 

or ‘interest’, synchrony by matching frequency of change or rhythm of emotional expressions, and 

attunement when shifts of emotional intensity of the two partners were in the same direction. 

‘Emotional non-matching’was coded when neither the infant nor the mother showed interest in 

interacting with the other. In emotional coordination or non-matching between mother and infant, who 

performed first was also recorded. We obtained evidence of sex differences which are summarized as 

follows.  

a) ‘Emotional coordination’ was stronger and more accurate with girls, while ‘emotional non-

matching’ was stronger and more frequent with boys. The combination of ‘emotional 

matching/completion’ was more likely to occur with girls, while the combinations of ‘emotional 

matching/non-matching’ along with intermittent emotional non-matching were more likely to occur in 

interactions  of infant boys with their mothers.  

b) Infant girls responded with both ‘emotional matching’ and ‘non-matching’ of their mothers’ 

emotional expressions more frequently than boys.  

c) ‘Emotional consistency’ was stronger for pleasure, interest and neutral expressions of girls, while 

boys ‘emotional consistency’ was stronger for external interest and negative emotion compared to 

girls’. Mothers of boys showed more intense ‘emotional consistency’ than mothers of girls.  

d) The developmental trajectories of ‘emotional matching’ and ‘non-matching’ follow different 

patterns in interactions of girls and boys with their mothers across the age range of this study.  

In accord with the theory of innate intersubjectivity as an adaptation of human behaviours for social 

collaborations in action and experience, we assumed that girls and boys may differ in the way they 
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adjust timing, form and energy of emotional expressions to obtain synchrony and ‘subjective 

coherence’ of their intentions and interests with their mothers. Such sex-related differences in 

communication may be understood to vitalize complementary roles in human communities that make 

both care of young minds and transmission of cultural knowledge and skills possible. 

 

Keywords: mother-infant interaction, infant sex differences, facial expressions of emotion, emotional 

coordination, emotional matching, synchrony, completion, emotional non-matching, Innate 

Intersubjectivity. 

 

Introduction 

In a longitudinal and naturalistic study we compared ‘emotional coordination’ and ‘non-

matching’ in spontaneous dyadic interactions of infant girls and boys with their mothers at 

home in early infancy. Consistent differences between the behaviours and experiences of 

boys and girls in early development are to be expected because sex-related variations in 

private self-discovery, cooperation and communication, made apparent in the ways human 

brains move the body at all ages, regulates relationships, animates human communities and 

sustains cooperation in a culture (Trevarthen, 1986a). 

 

Sex differences of the brain, hormone concentrations and sensory processes related to 

emotional expressivity in foetuses, neonates and infants 

Hormonally regulated sex-specific variations in the ultrastructure of the developing central 

nervous system change cell proliferation and distribution, altering cell numbers in specific 

brain structures. They support synaptogenesis, regulate cell death and patterns of cell 

migration and dendritic branching, and affect axonal guidance and neural connectivity. Such 

changes ultimately determine volumes of the amygdala and hippocampus - brain regions that 

are substrates for identification of the emotional significance of stimuli, and for the 
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generation of an affective response to the intensity of physiological arousal induced by 

positive or negative stimuli, emotion regulation and memory (Trevarthen, 1996; van Wingen 

et al., 2008; Alexander and Wilcox, 2012; Moore, 2012; Sakaki and Mather, 2012). The 

prenatal circulation of androgens produced by the male sex organs may act to suppress 

responsiveness of the perioral region of the newborn, and restrict facial expression of 

emotions (Korner, 1973).  

Reports of hormone concentrations in human umbilical-cord blood indicate higher 

concentrations for testosterone in cord blood of males (Forest, Cathiard and Bertrand, 1974; 

Forest et al., 1974, cited by Maccoby et al., 1979), and Laatikainen found higher 

concentrations of progesterone produced by the adrenal glands in boys (Laatikainen and 

Peltonen, 1974, cited by Maccoby et al., 1979). In contrast, Forest and Cathiard (1978, cited 

by Maccoby et al., 1979) reported that levels of 17-α-hydroxyprogesterone (a derivative of 

progesterone also produced by the adrenal organs) are higher in the cord blood of female 

infants.  

Fetal testosterone might mediate in activation of human social behavior and also have 

down-regulatory effects on cognitive sensitivity for emotions (van Honk et al., 2011). In 

normal development, levels of fetal testosterone inversely correlate with behaviors such as 

eye contact and social functioning (Baron-Cohen, Knickmeyer and Belmonte, 2005). 

Enhanced testosterone levels have also been correlated with reduced orbitofrontal cortex 

responses, which may reflect testosterone-induced changes in amygdala regulation (van 

Wingen et al., 2009). Given that amygdala is a structure with a high density of receptors for 

sex hormones, it appears plausible that increased androgen levels during the first few months 

of life in male infants may delay development of the amygdala and associated temporal 

cortical regions implicated in responses to face expressions (McClure, 2000). With regard to 
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responses to positive emotion, progesterone levels have been correlated with activations in 

the fusiform gyrus, a brain region involved in the recognition of emotion in faces 

(Champagne et al., 2012). Higher progesterone levels have been associated with an increase 

of amygdala activation (van Wingen et al., 2008; Sakaki and Mather, 2012), and, conversely, 

failure to identify negative emotions, has been associated with lower levels of progesterone 

and estrogen (Guapo et al., 2009). 

Available evidence of sexual dimorphism in neonatal brains indicates that male 

newborns have about 9% larger intracranial volumes than females (Gilmore et al., 2007). 

Three-dimensional morphometry suggests that the corpus callosum, the commissure that 

interconnects the left and right hemispheres, is smaller in men relative to the total cerebral 

volume (Baron-Cohen et al., 2005). Increased interhemispheric communication via the 

corpus callosum in females is consistent with the finding that female adults when looking at 

faces scan for both local and configural information, showing interest in emotional 

expressions of eyes, mouth and brows as well as the whole face, whereas males switch from 

one processing to the other, attentive to identify the individual rather than their feelings 

(Rennels and Cummings, 2013).  

Lower Apgar scores, of complexion, heart-beat, breathing, irritability and activity, for 

full term, healthy male compared to female newborns (Nagy, Orvos, Bakki and Pal, 2009) 

may reflect sex-related variations in the level of catecholamines in the umbilical artery. 

Alternations in the pathways mediating catecholamine transmission can impair the prefrontal 

cortex, which is essential for the top-down regulation of attention, behaviour and emotion, 

while mediations that optimize catecholamine actions can improve prefrontal cortex 

regulation of the same mental states (Arnsten and Pliszka, 2011). 
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Various sex differences have been reported in vision and gaze behavior of infants. At 2 

and 3 months some tests of visual sensing favor boys (Dodkins, Bosworth and McCleery, 

2009). This is consistent with the evidence of Rennels and Cummings (2013) that at 3-4 

month female infants scan faces by shifting of attention between internal features of faces – 

eyes, eyebrows, nose and mouth -- which aids discrimination of emotional expressions. 

Males make more shifts between internal and external features (hairline, jaw and ears), which 

favours face recognition and identification of the person. In the course of the first 4-6 months 

of life, infant girls develop earlier than boys in visual acuity, stereopsis (with better control of 

vergence of the eyes), and in evoked responses to changes in visual patterns (Birch, Gwiazda 

and Held, 1982; Held, Shimojo and Gwiazda, 1984; Makrides, Neumann and Gibson, 2001; 

Malcolm, McCulloch and Shepherd, 2002, cited by Alexander and Wilcox, 2012). This 

earlier development of the use of sight is consistent with the readiness of infant girls 

compared to boys to engage in eye contact with an expression of interest in the first semester 

of life (Malatesta and Haviland, 1982; Lavelli and Fogel, 2002; Leeb and Rejskind, 2004). 

Later, at 3 and 6 months, girls gazed away more often than boys (Toda and Fogel, 1993) 

which confirms an earlier transition in females to interest in nearby surroundings. In short, 

while boys and girls show the same developments in visual curiosity and acuity in the first 

semester, the girls make the changes earlier. 

 

Sex differences of attention and emotion in neonates, infants and mothers 

The evidence on sex-related differences of engagement with expressive behaviors in the 

neonatal period seem to favor girls to boys in measures related to the duration and the latency 

of attentiveness and face preference (Hittelman and Dickes, 1979; Connellan et al., 2000; 

Nagy, Kompagne, Orvos and Pal, 2007), though Leeb and Rejskind, (2004) found no sex 
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differences in neonatal eye contact. Findings for neonatal negative emotional expressivity, 

contagious crying (a precursor to empathic reactions), emotional non-stability and arousal 

regulation, are inconsistent. Some findings favour boys (Brazelton, Koslowski and Main, 

1974; Moss, 1974; Call, 1978; Feldman, Brody and Miller, 1980; cited by Nagy, Kompagne, 

Orvos and Pal, 2007). Others report stronger expression of these states in girls (Osofsky and 

O’Connell, 1977, cited by Weinberg, Tronick, Cohn and Olson, 1999; Velandia, Uvnäs-

Moberg and Nissen, 2012). Male neonates show a more rapid build up of arousal and a 

quicker attainment of a peak of excitement (Osofsky and O’Connell, 1977, cited by Weinberg 

et al., 1999).  

Regarding affective processing, infant girls were faster in their emotional response to 

social stimuli and displayed a longer duration of emotional expression than males (Losonczy-

Marshall, 2008). This indicates that girls process facial information about feelings faster, and 

are more attentive to others than boys (McGlure, 2000). Evidence on sex-related differences 

in smile frequency is contradictory, favouring boys (Lasky and Klein, 1979; Roe and 

Beckwith, 1992), or girls (Cossette, Pomerleau, Malcuit and Kaczorowski, 1996), who are 

also reported to react more negatively than boys with expressions of anger at 2 ½ , 3-4,  5 and 

7 ½ months (Malatesta et al., 1986; Mayes and Carter, 1990). 

There are other inconsistencies in the literature, several authors reporting no sex-related 

differences in the emotional/facial expressions and gazing behavior of infants during face-to-

face interaction with their mother in the first semester of life (Field, Vega-Lahr, Goldstein 

and Scafidi, 1987; Fogel, Tota and Kawai, 1988; Gusella, Muir and Tronick, 1988; Ellsworth, 

Muir and Hains, 1993; Toda and Fogel, 1993; Cossette et al, 1996).  

It has been reported that mothers are more likely to engage in face-face interaction with 

girls, and that they talk to, smile and respond quicker to their infant daughters’ facial 



Sex-related differences in cooperation and communication 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  105 
 

expressions than to those of their sons (Thoman, Leiderman and Olson, 1972; Moss, 1967, 

Goldberg and Lewis, 1969, Lewis, 1972, Parke and Sawin, 1980, Parke, 1981, cited by 

Weinberg et al., 1999). Such findings may be interpreted to favour the view that differences 

in the infants’ behaviours are a consequence of the way their mothers seek communication 

with their sons and daughters, but it is likely that differences in the feelings and behaviours of 

the infants are also a key factor. 

 

Sex differences in mother-infant emotional coordination and synchrony 

At 3 and 6 months, Malatesta and Haviland (1982) found that mothers modelled similar 

frequencies and expressed both more matching of facial expressions and a greater inhibition 

of non-matching responses in communication with male infants, compared to their 

behaviours with females. Mothers were found to follow more female expressions with 

dissimilar, non-matching, responses.  At 3, 6 and 9 months, Tronick and Cohn (1989) found 

that mother-son dyads spend more time in coordinated states than mothers-daughter pairs and 

had higher synchrony scores than mother-daughter dyads at 6 and 9 months. In agreement to 

this, Weinberg and colleagues (1999) found mother-son dyads at 6 months had higher 

synchrony scores than mother-daughter dyads, though male infants had greater difficulty than 

female infants in maintaining affective regulation and it took them longer to repair interactive 

errors.. This is inconsistent with evidence that synchrony between same-gender parent-infant 

dyads at 5 months has stronger lagged associations between parent and infant affect, more 

frequent mutual synchrony and shorter lags to responsiveness when compared with dyads of 

different gender (Feldman, 2003).  

It is important that variations in the theoretical background and the methodology of the 

above studies (design, coding systems, segmentation procedure, precision of measurement, 
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sample size) confuse comparisons and make difficult the integration of the findings. In 

addition, neither behavioral matching nor synchrony measures determine who is responsible 

for the degree of coordination observed, and the limited number of naturalistic studies usually 

have not differentiated systematically the direction of influence (Beebe et al., 1985).  

 

The aims of this study 

With the intention to extend knowledge of the sex-related variations in the temporal 

organization of dyadic emotional engagement in early infancy, and to clarify the processes 

that regulate the direction of emotional exchanges, we investigated in detail the ‘emotional 

coordination’ and ‘non-matching’ taking place in spontaneous dyadic interactions of infant 

girls and infant boys with their mothers at home. 

Emotional coordination was evaluated with four measures: a) matching if one partner 

expressed the same type of facial expression of emotion as the other; b) completion, when 

one partner expressed a positive valence of facial expression of emotion, ‘pleasure’ or 

‘interest’, in immediate response to the other; c) synchrony of emotional shifts when one 

partner matched the frequency of change of emotional expressions of the other, disregarding 

the type of facial expressions; synchrony of emotional expressions when one matched the 

frequency of facial expressions of emotions of the same type of the other; and d) attunement, 

if one followed the shifts in the direction of emotional intensity of the other.  

‘Emotional non-matching’ was coded when neither the infant nor the mother showed interest 

in interacting with the other. In ‘emotional coordination’ or ‘non-matching’ between mother 

and infant, who performed first was also recorded. The emotional expressions of mother or 

infant were judged as ‘consistent’ when they were the same throughout a subunit of 

‘dialogue’.  
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We aimed to advance methodology and gain new information in three ways. First, it is 

probable that the infant’s sensitivities and their timing are richer in the familiar environment 

at home where communication will have different motivation as compared to that in the 

laboratory with fixed arrangements for recording or testing reactions in staged performances 

(Beebe et al., 1985). Secondly, interpretation of findings of this study depend on continuous 

micro-analysis –  accurate to 1/25th of a second - of facial expressions of 6 infant girl-mother 

pairs and 5 infant boy-mother pairs, each of which was video-recorded for 8-10 minute 

spontaneous naturalistic interactions from the 2nd to the 6th month of infant’s life, at 15-day 

intervals. Microanalysis in such detail is a time-consuming enterprise which “....yields a 

dense and rich population of events for each case study...” (Beebe, 1982, p. 174). Thirdly, we 

made a study with the same infants at 2 week intervals through all the ages of the chosen 

range, 2 to 6 months. Longitudinal studies are needed that obtain data at a sufficient 

frequency to track age-related changes (Trevarthen and Aitken, 2003; Trevarthen and Daniel, 

2005). 

According to the theory of innate intersubjectivity (Trevarthen, 1998, and in this 

volume; Trevarthen and Reddy, 2016, in press), engagements with infants reveal coordination 

within, and between, subjects in three essential features of the universal alphabet of 

“intersubjective motor control”: kinematics (timing of expressive behaviors); energetics 

(intensity that conveys information about the effort and vitality of motivation for movement); 

and physiognomics (transformations of organs of expression in distinct categories or shapes 

of movement). The same dimensions of ‘vitality dynamics’ have been richly defined in the 

work of Daniel Stern (1985, 2010, see Papastathopoulos, this volume). Previously, the 

‘microkinesics’ of Ray Birdwhistell described the ways human communicators coordinate 

and compose expressive movements by self-synchrony using many parts of their own body, 
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and how they establish precise inter-synchrony with other persons’ movements (Birdwhistell, 

1970; Trevarthen, 2016).  

In recognition of these principles of motor coordination in communication, this study 

aims to provide empirical evidence regarding sex-related differences/similarities in emotional 

non-matching, or in synchrony which does not occur by reflex or automatically, but 

purposefully as, “… by mutual regulation infant and mother appear to achieve a more 

complex co-operation...” (Trevarthen, 1977, p. 241). This is important if we accept that 

private thinking (what we are calling ‘emotional non-matching’ in this study) and social 

communication (‘emotional coordination’) exist as complementary processes from the start of 

mental life, changing with the same rhythms and cycles (Trevarthen, 1997). Compositions of 

actions that perform narration, the displaying of serially ordered episodes of felt experience 

in movement, permit transfer and imitation of internal motives by which each partner in a 

dialogue is regulating the dynamics of their consciousness and purpose (Lashley, 1951, cited 

by Trevarthen, 2015; Trevarthen, 1993a, 1993b).  

Sensitivity for regulation of both subjective and intersubjective impulses and feelings 

undergoes age-related changes attributable to developments in the body and in the motivating 

processes of the brain that are adapted for cultural learning (Trevarthen and Aitken, 2003). 

Studying early spontaneous emotional coordination and non-matching in same-sex 

(mother-girl) and other-sex (mother-boy) dyads may extend our understanding of the origins 

and the function of sex-related differences and similarities in emotional expressivity, as they 

unfold in early intimate companionships of maternal care. On one hand, the other-sex dyads 

are favoured in that mothers appear to provide more scaffolding for boys by modelling 

expressions intensely and responding in a highly contingent manner to their emotional 

expressions. Their daughters, in contrast, may need less intense cues and less contingent 
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maternal modelling, perhaps as a function of the females’ lower levels of expressivity than 

their male peers, or, perhaps, as a consequence of cultural gender stereotypes (McClure, 

2000). On the other hand, the establishment of co-regulation may be easier for same-sex pairs 

because it may capitalize on the partners’ similar inborn modes of arousal regulation 

(Feldman, 2003). The resolution of this issue is complicated by the following contradictory 

findings. If testosterone constitutes the trigger substance for differences in brain mechanisms 

of communication and thought in males and females, its effects on brain development are 

prolonged and elaborate (Trevarthen, 1986a). On the other hand, sex differences in sensory 

processes in infancy have been found to be transient and to have no long-term consequences 

for behaviour (Alexander and Wilcox, 2012). Further understanding of these matters is 

important because the complex balance of sex-related variations in private self-discovery, 

cooperation and communication, mediated by proven sex differences in brains, serves to 

vitalize human relationships and communities and supports cultural cooperation (Trevarthen, 

1986a). 

For the present study we begin with the following speculations based in information to 

hand. 

Hypothesis 1:  

(a) There will be quantitative differences between the interactions of infant girls and infant 

boys with their mothers in emotional coordination (matching, completion, synchrony and 

attunement).  

(b) The emotional coordination will be both stronger and more accurate in interactions with 

girls compared to interactions with boys, and emotional non-matching will be stronger and 

more frequent with boys. Moreover, there will be differences in the transitions of 
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interpersonal engagement categories in mothers’ interactions with infant girls and those with 

and boys.  

Hypothesis 2:  

Girls will initiate emotional matching and non-matching to their mothers’ emotions more 

frequently than boys.  

Hypothesis 3: 

There will be differences in emotional consistency. Within-infant and within-mother 

emotional expressions will be more consistent in the engagements with infant girls compared 

to those with infant boys.  

Hypothesis 4:  

We also anticipate there will be differences between girls and boys in the effect of their age 

on the development of emotional matching, completion, and non-matching in interactions 

with mothers.  

Method 

Participants 

Six infant girls and five infant boys participated in this study of communication with 

their mothers (Note 1). All infants were healthy and born without complications, they came 

from families in which at least one parent was employed and the mothers were older than 20 

years of age. No infants who were at risk of medical disorder, with birth weight less than 

1,700 gr, or with gestational age less than 34 weeks were selected. Table 1 shows the 

demographic information for the two groups.  
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Table 1: Demographic Information for the Sample 

  Infant Girl –Mother Interactions Infant Boy-Mother Interactions 

  Mean SD Range Mean SD Range 

Mother Age (years) 28.16 4.91 21-36 30.80 5.54 24-39 

Mother Education 

(years) 
13.66 2.65 16-18 15.32 1.78 16-18 

Father Age (years) 32 3.89 27-37 35.60 7.30 28-47 

Father Education 

(years) 
13.83 2.85 16-18 15.20 1.78 16-18 

Birth Weight (kg) 3450 583.09 2800-4150 3710 350.71 3300-4250 

Birth Height (cm) 52 2.75 48-55 52.50 1.41 51-54 

Breastfeeding (days) 57.55 67.7 0-180 28 52.1 0-120 

Sex of Infants 6 girls (54.5%) 5 boys (45.5%) 

Birth Order 6 firstborns (54.5 %) 
4 secondborns (36.4%) and 1 

firstborn (9.1%) 

Way of Delivery 5 (45.4%) SVD*, 1 (9.1%) CS* 3 (27.3%) SVD, 2 (18.2%) CS 

Family Composition two-parent families two-parent families 

Socio-economic 

Status 
middle-class families 

middle-class families 

(Hollingshead, 1975) 

 

*SVD=Spontaneous Vaginal Delivery, CS=Caesarian Section 
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Procedure5 

Video-recordings of spontaneous interactions between the infants and their mothers 

were made at 15-day intervals at their home, from the beginning of the Primary 

Intersubjectivity Period (2 to 4.5 months) until the end of the first Period of Games (4.5 to 6 

months); that is, starting when each infant was 2 months old until she/he was 6 months old. 

These periods show developmental stages in the coordination of the infant self with familiar 

others in interactions, based on correspondences of timing, form and intensity of 

communicative behaviours (Trevarthen, 1984, 1993a, 1993b). 

Each recording lasted 8 minutes for the 2 to 4-month-old infants and 10 minutes for the 

older infants aged 4.5 to 6 months. A total of 99 video-recordings were made for the entire 

sample and the total duration of video-recorded and analyzed interactions was 880 minutes: 

480 minutes for girls and 400 minutes for boys. All recordings were made with a with a 

Panasonic NV-MS4 S-VHS HI-FI STEREO camera. The only instruction given to the 

mothers was: “Play as you normally do with your baby”. The recordings took place in a room 

and a position chosen by the mother where there would be no interruption by a third-party.  

 

Coding 

Plan of micro-analysis and coding 

For reliable micro-analysis of facial expressions of emotion made by infants and their 

mothers while the mothers were addressing them in the manner of infant-directed speech, the 

flow of spontaneous interaction had to be given a well-defined structure. To do this the 

mothers’, speech was classified into thematic sequences, and these were grouped into units 

                                                           
5 The recruitment procedure and recording arrangements have been recorded in more detail in the 

original study (Kokkinaki, 1998).  
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and subunits, according to the duration of the preceding and following pauses. The unit was 

defined as composed of one or more subunits depending on their separation in time. A sub-

unit of analysis was defined as the event that began at the start of one thematic sequence of 

utterance and ended at its termination.  

Units were identified as separated by intervals longer than 2 seconds. If the pause 

between successive subunits was shorter than or equal to 2 seconds, these were grouped 

within one unit. A 2-second pause has been judged adequate for determination of change of 

content of mothers’ utterances to infants (Herrera, Reissland and Shepherd, 2004).  

See Diagram I for an example of the microanalysis of a short engagement between a mother 

and her 2-month-old infant girl into interpersonal engagement categories within in units and 

sub-units. 

Within each sub-unit of analysis, the facial expressions of emotion of the infant and 

the mother were grouped into interpersonal engagement categories as these were defined 

above: (a) the type of facial expressions of emotion, and for each category the direction (who  
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performed first) was recorded; (b) the frequency of emotional shifts, and the frequency of 

emotional expressions; and (c) the intensity of emotional expressions.  

 

Interpersonal engagement categories, according to the type of facial expressions of emotion 

Microanalysis of infant and maternal facial expressions of emotions was carried out to 

distinguish four types of facial expressions: 1) happy, which includes: a) pleasure directed to 

the partner, or b) pleasure directed to the external world; 2) interested:  a) directed to the 

partner, or b) directed to the external world; 3) neutral expressions; and 4) sad or withdrawn 

expressions (see Photographs I and II for examples of infant and maternal types of facial 

expressions; see Kokkinaki, 1998; Kokkinaki and Vasdekis, 2015 for full descriptions of 

these expressions and the theoretical background for distinguishing them). Interpersonal 

engagement categories for the type of facial expressions of emotion were coded as: a) 

matching, b) completion, and c) non-matching.  

Emotional matching was coded when one partner expressed the type of facial 

expression of emotion of the other partner (see Diagram 1, Unit 1: Subunit 2, both the mother 

and the infant express interest to each other; see also Photograph III.C for an episode of 

emotional matching of happiness).  

Emotional completion was coded when one partner expressed a different intensity of 

the positive valence of facial expression of emotion of the other partner (see Diagram 1, Unit 

1: Subunit 1, the mother shows pleasure in response to the infant while the infant is interested 

in the mother;  
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(1a) grin (1b) smile (1c) bright smile 

 

 

                   

(1d) laughter (2a) reversed U-shape mouth (2b) “pre-speech” mouth 

movements 

 

 

                   

(2c) intense look at the mother 

(immobile arms and stretched 

legs) 

(2d) wide open eyes (2e) frowning 
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(3a) sleepiness                                                 (3b) sleepiness 

                  

(3c) interest to external world                         (4) whimper 

 

 

Photographs I: Facial expressions of a 2-month-old girl illustrating different emotions in 

spontaneous interactions with the mother.  

(1) – expressions of pleasure shared with the parent;   

(2) – expressions of interest in the parent;  

(3) – neutral or non-social emotional expression;   

(4) – a negative interpersonal expression of distress. 
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(1a) grin       (1b) smile  (2a) interest expression 

   

(2b) raised eye brows and wide 

open eyes 

(2c) blinking (3a)  self-absorbed 

 

Photographs II: Facial expressions of a mother illustrating different emotions in spontaneous 

interactions with her infant.  

1 – expressions of pleasure shared with the infant;   

2 – expressions of interest in the infant;  

3 – neutral or non-social emotional expression. 
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see also Photograph III.B, the mother is showing her pleasure to the infant while the infant is 

looking at the mother with an expression of intense interest).  

Emotional non-matching was coded when neither the infant nor the mother showed 

interest in interacting with the other (see Diagram 1, Unit 1: Subunit 1, the mother is 

interested in the infant while the infant expresses a neutral emotion; see also Photograph I.3c, 

where the mother is looking and talking to her infant in a relaxed way while the infant shifts 

her attention to the left). Due to the low percentage of emotional expressions that could be 

defined as ‘stable’ (1270 subunits, 29.8%), interpersonal engagement categories were coded 

at each time point in a subunit of analysis. Thus, in the course of one subunit, continuous 

microanalysis of non-stable emotional expressions entailed combinations of different 

interpersonal engagement categories (e.g. in Diagram 1; Unit 1, Subunit 1 there is a 

combination of emotional non-matching and completion). 

 

Direction of interpersonal engagement categories 

One feature that comes out from the timing of non-stable dyadic emotional expressions 

is the direction of exchange of emotional expressions in the dyad; that is, which partner 

matched first, or completed first the emotional state which had been expressed by the other 

partner, or which was the first to cause non-matching. Thus in Diagram 1; Unit 1: Subunit 1-

Subunit 2, while mother expresses pleasure and the infant is interested in the mother, the 

mother is the one that shifts first from pleasure (Subunit 1) to interest expression (Subunit 2), 

thus in this case, the mother causes emotional matching.   
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A. 00.02.03.16: In the course of mutual 

expressions of intense interest and eye contact the 

mother starts a rhythmic vocal game. 

B.00.02.04.14: The infant intensifies her interest 

expression. The mother shifts to a pleasure 

expression and she continues the vocal game while 

she enriches it with a rhythmic touching pattern on 

the face of the infant. 

  

C.00.02.05.16: At the culmination of the touching 

pattern and the vocal game the mother intensifies 

her pleasure expression and the infant “shares” 

the pleasure expression with her mother. 

D.00.02.22.14: After a short ‘negotiation’ of 

pleasure and interest expressions, the infant shifts 

her attention to the left while the mother is looking 

at her with a pleasure expression. After 10 25ths of 

a second, the mother also shifts her attention to the 

infant’s pacifier. 

Photographs III: An episode of Emotional Matching of Pleasure between a 2.5-month-old girl and 

her mother (the first two digits represent the time in hours, the second two in minutes, then in seconds 

and in twenty-fifths of a second). 
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Interpersonal engagement category according to the frequency of emotional shifts and 

emotional expressions 

Synchrony of emotional shifts was coded when one partner matched the frequency of change 

of emotional expressions of the other partner - irrespectively of the type of emotional 

expressions (see Diagram 1, Unit 1: Subunit 1, the mother changes her facial expression from 

interest to pleasure and the infant shifts from neutral to interest, that is, both partners shift 

from one emotional expression to the other once in the course of the same subunit of 

‘dialogue’). Synchrony of emotional expressions was coded when one partner matched the 

frequency of facial expressions of emotions of the same type of the other partner (e.g. both 

the mother and the infant express happiness to the partner twice within the same subunit of 

‘dialogue’). 

 

Interpersonal engagement categories according to emotional intensity change 

Each partner’s emotional intensity change over time was described according to the ‘valence’ 

of the facial expression directed to the partner or to the external world, which was represented 

by a symbol: negative valence, a sad emotional expression (-); neutral valence or neutral 

emotional expression (0); positive valence: interest to the partner (+), pleasure to the external 

world (++), pleasure to the partner (+++). The sequence of emotional valence symbols of 

each partner in the course of each sub-unit of maternal infant-directed speech determined four 

categories for emotional intensity change: ascending, descending, stable and fluctuating.  

Ascending emotional intensity was coded when the emotional valence of the last 

emotional state of one partner, at the end of the subunit, is higher in the scale than the valence 

of the first emotional state of the same partner, in the beginning of the subunit, e.g. when the 

infant shifts from interest directed to the mother (+) to pleasure to the mother (+++). See 
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Diagram, Unit 1, Subunit 1 for an example of maternal and infant ascending emotional 

intensity in the course of which the mother shifts from interest (+) to pleasure (+++) and the 

infant shifts from neutral (0) to interest (+). See also Photograph III.B to III.D, the infant 

shifts from interest directed to the mother (+) to pleasure directed to her (+++) and then to 

pleasure directed to the external world (++).  

Descending emotional intensity was coded when the valence of the last emotional state 

of one partner is lower in the scale than the valence of the first emotional state of the same 

partner; e.g. when interest to the partner (+) in the beginning of the subunit ended into a 

negative facial expression (-).  

Fluctuating emotional intensity was coded when the valence of the first and the last 

emotional state of one partner is the same in position in the scale while the intermediate 

valence(s) differ, e.g. when interest to the partner (+) is followed by negative emotion (-) and 

this is followed by interest to the partner again (+).  

Stable emotional intensity was coded when the valence of the emotional state of one 

partner remained the same in the whole course of the subunit (see Diagram 1, Unit 1: Subunit 

2, for an example of infant stable emotional intensity in  which the infant expressed interest 

to the mother throughout the subunit of ‘dialogue’).  

As with the categories of emotional intensity change, the matching in the sequence of 

both partners’ emotional valence symbols in the course of one sub-unit of maternal infant-

directed speech was determined within four categories of attunement: ascending, descending, 

stable and fluctuating. For example, ascending attunement was coded when the last 

emotional state of both partners’, at the end of the subunit, is higher in the scale than the 

valence of the first emotional state of both partners, in the beginning of the subunit (see 

Diagram 1, Unit 1: Subunit 1 for an example of ascending emotional attunement). 
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Inter-observer reliability assessments of a random sample of 33% of video-files for the 

type, the valence and the intensity of infant and maternal facial expressions of emotion ranged 

from 0.76 to 0.84, from 0.79 to 0.88, and from 0.77 to 0.85, respectively. Inter-observer 

reliability ranged totally from 0.76 to 0.88, the mean value of k (Cohen’s kappa) being 0.82. 

Fleiss (1981) characterizes kappas over 0.75 as excellent.  

 

Statistical analysis 

For the statistical analysis, the chi-square test of independence was used to determine 

possible relationships between pairs of categorical variables. The longitudinal dependencies 

of the data of this study (repeated observations in time obtained on a relatively small number 

of subjects) would tend to increase the number of significant results. For this reason, the 

significance level was set at 1% (instead of 5%), as a safeguard against false rejections of the 

null hypothesis, increasing therefore the power of the test. In the case of a significant 

relationship, adjusted residuals were calculated to indicate categories that deviate from the 

independence assumption (Dobson, 2002).  

In cases where proportions of two-outcome analyses were assessed (i.e., frequency of 

units and subunits of analysis in interactions of mothers with infant girls and boys), Binomial 

test was used to test equality of outcomes. The significance level for the Binomial test was set 

at 5%. Further, Friedman test (with sliding windows) was used to explore possible age-

related changes of emotional coordination categories and non-matching across the nine (9) 

data points. Through Friedman analysis, we took into consideration the fact that at each age 

point and for each infant-mother dyad of this sample we had different number of subunits.  

The significance level for Friedman test was Bonferroni corrected and set at 5 / 4 (number of 
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comparisons) = 1.25%. For each category of dyadic emotional expression, four (4) 

comparisons were carried out, one every 3 age points.  

 

Results 

Units and sub-units of analysis for interactions of infant girls and infant boys with their 

mothers 

Units of analysis of maternal infant-directed speech were more frequent in dyadic interactions 

of mothers with girls (459, 58%) compared to those with boys (338, 42%) [2-tailed Binomial 

test, p<0.001]. Similarly, the frequency of subunits in infant girl-mother interactions (2,512, 

59%) outnumbered significantly the frequency of subunits in infant boy-mother interactions 

(1,753, 41%) [2-tailed Binomial test, p<0.001]. 

 

Infant sex effect on interpersonal engagement categories according to the type of facial 

expressions of emotion (Hypothesis 1a) 

An infant sex effect on the relationship between infant and maternal emotions [Table 2, rows 

(1a) and (1b), Note 2] provided evidence of stronger emotional matching and completion in 

infant girl-mother interactions compared to infant boy-mother interaction. In connection to 

this, infant girls were more likely than infant boys to be pleased (4.9% vs 2.8%, respectively, 

emotional matching) when the mother was expressing pleasure than when the mother was 

showing interest in them (2% and 0%, respectively). Infant girls were more likely than infant 

boys to be interested in the mother when she was pleased (20.8% vs 15.6%, respectively, 

emotional completion) than when she was interested in them (16.3% and 7.8%, respectively). 

Further, emotional non-matching was stronger and more frequent in infant boy-mother 

interactions compared to infant girl-mother interactions. In connection to this: a) infant boys  
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Table 2: Summary table of analysis of the relationship between infant and maternal types of facial 

expressions of emotion, frequency of change of emotional expressions, emotional intensity and infant 

and maternal emotions in the beginning and at the end of maternal infant-directed speech in 

spontaneous interactions of mothers with their infant girls and infant boys. 

  
Pearson 

Chi-Square 
df 

Asym. Sig. 

(2-sided) 

1.Relationship between infant and maternal types of facial emotional expressions  

(a) Infant girl-mother interactions 130.00 4 <0.001 

(b) Infant boy-mother interactions 153.42 4 <0.001 

2. Relationship between infant and maternal frequency of change of emotional expressions 

(a) Infant girl-mother interactions 88.64 4 <0.001 

(b) Infant boy-mother interactions 51.67 4 <0.001 

3. Relationship between infant and maternal frequency of change of pleasure expressions 

(a) Infant girl-mother interactions 18.66 4 <0.001 

(b) Infant boy-mother interactions 19.22 4 <0.001 

 4. Relationship between infant and maternal frequency of change of interest expressions 

(a) Infant girl-mother interactions 41.86 4 <0.001 

(b) Infant boy-mother interactions 13.43 4 <0.01 

5. Relationship between infant and maternal emotional intensity 

(a) Infant girl-mother interactions 220.04 9 <0.001 

(b) Infant boy-mother interactions 131.36 9 <0.001 

 6. Relationship of infant emotions in the beginning and at the end of a -unit 

(a) Infant girl-mother interactions 1970.44 16 <0.001 

(b) Infant boy-mother interactions 1249.91 16 <0.001 

7. Relationship of maternal emotions in the beginning and at the end of a sub-unit 

(a) Infant girl-mother interactions 612.17 4 <0.001 

(b) Infant boy-mother interactions 582.70 4 <0.001 
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expressed external interest more frequently than infant girls when mothers were pleased to 

them (47.9% vs 41.8%) than when their mothers were interested in them (39.4% vs 34.7%, 

respectively) (emotional non-matching); and b) infant boys were negative in emotion more 

than infant girls when mothers were interested in them (28.8% vs 21%) than when their 

mothers were pleased (8.3% vs 6.4%) (emotional non-matching). 

 

Infant sex effect on interpersonal engagement category according to the frequency of facial 

expressions of emotion (Hypothesis 1a) 

The infant sex effect on the relationship between infant and maternal frequency of changes of 

emotional expressions - irrespective of the type of facial expression of emotion [Table 2, 

rows (2a) and (2b)] - provided evidence that emotional synchrony was stronger and more 

accurate for infant girls compared to interactions with infant boys. In this connection, when 

maternal expressions remained stable, changed once, or changed twice, it was more probable 

that infant girls’ emotional expressions remained stable (59%), rather than changed once, or 

twice (vs 39.6% or 30.3%); changed once (34.2%), rather than remained stable, or changed 

twice (vs 25.3% or 24.8%); or changed twice (45%), rather than remained stable or changed 

once (vs 15.7% or 26.3%), respectively. For infant boys, the relationship between infant and 

maternal frequency of changes of emotional expressions was significant only for the cases in 

which maternal expressions remained stable (56.9% vs 36.4% and 29.6%), or changed only 

twice (45.1% vs 17.3% and 30.9%). Nevertheless, pleasure synchrony was stronger in 

interactions of the mother with a girl, compared to those with a boy, but it was also stronger 

in instances where boys showed unchanged pleasure expressions (79.8% vs 63% and 55.2%) 

compared to girls in interactions with the mother (77.4% vs 60.4% and 61.1%) [Table 2, rows 

(3a) and (3b)]. The evidence of stronger and more accurate emotional synchrony in 
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engagements with girls compared to those with boys was verified when analysis was 

restricted in the emotional expressions of interest [Table 2, rows (4a) and (4b)]. 

 

Infant sex effect on interpersonal engagement categories according to the intensity of facial 

expressions of emotion (Hypothesis 1a) 

An infant sex effect on the relationship between infant and maternal emotional intensity 

categories [Table 2, rows (5a) and (5b)] provided evidence of stronger and more accurate 

emotional attunement in interactions of mothers with infant girls compared to infant boys. 

Girl-mother pairs ascend (33.8%), or remain stable in emotional intensity (52.6%) more 

frequently than boy-mother dyads (26.6% and 49.2%, respectively). Girls’ and boys’ 

emotions descended and fluctuated in intensity almost to the same extent according to 

maternal descending and fluctuating intensity (descending: 23.3% and 23.5%; fluctuating: 

33.8% and 34.0%, respectively). Nevertheless, when the category of attunement of stable 

emotional expressions was excluded from the analysis, attunement of ascending, descending 

and fluctuating intensity of emotional expressions was verified only in infant girl-mother (x2= 

20.19 , df=4, p<0.001) but not in infant boy-mother pairs (x2=5.24,  df=4,  p=0.263). 

 

Infant sex effect on interpersonal categories of engagement according to both the intensity 

and type of facial expressions of emotion (Hypothesis 1b) 

Chi-square analysis was carried out to investigate the relationship between infant sex and 

interpersonal engagement categories according to the combination of the intensity and the 

type of facial expressions of emotion. This analysis verified the evidence of stronger 

emotional matching in infant girl- compared to infant boy-mother interaction (13.5% vs 

6.4%), and the evidence of more frequent emotional non-matching in infant boy- compared to 



Theano Kokkinaki 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015 128 
 

infant girl-mother interactions (73.6% vs 62.8%) for the cases of stable infant and maternal 

emotional expressions in the course of the subunit (x2=21.24, df=2, p<0.001). Further, for the 

cases of non-stable infant and maternal emotional expressions over the whole subunit of 

analysis, the combination of emotional matching/completion was more likely to occur with 

the girls compared to those with boys (13.7% vs 6.8%), while the combination of emotional 

matching/non-matching along with intermittent emotional non-matching were more likely to 

occur in interactions with boys (18.6% and 13.9%, respectively) compared to those with girls 

(vs 15.8% and 11.1%, respectively) (x2=41.63, df=4, p<0.001). 

 

Infant sex effect on the direction of interpersonal engagement categories (Hypothesis 2) 

The significant relationships between infant sex and the direction of emotional matching and 

emotional non-matching provided evidence that: a) infant girls initiated matching of their 

mothers’ emotional expressions (84.5%) more frequently than infant boys (75.2%), while 

mothers matched the emotions of their infant boys (24.8%) more than mothers of infant girls 

(15.5%) (x2=22.49, df=1, p<0.001); and b) infant girls initiated emotional non-matching 

(95.2%) more frequently than infant boys (88.6%), while mothers of boys respond with a 

non-matching emotional expression to their infant more than mothers of girls (x2=32.09, 

df=1, p<0.001). The relationship between infant sex and the direction of emotional 

completion was non-significant (x2=0.29, df=1, p=0.58) (Note 3). 

 

Infant sex effect on the relationship of infant and maternal facial expressions of emotion 

between the beginning and the end of maternal infant-directed speech (Hypothesis 3) 

An infant sex effect on the relationship between infant emotions in the beginning and at the 

end of maternal speech [Table 2, rows (6a) and (6b)] provides evidence that when both girls 



Sex-related differences in cooperation and communication 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  129 
 

and boys were ‘pleased’, ‘interested’ in the mother, or in the external world, ‘neutral’ or 

‘negative’ in emotion at the beginning of the mother’s speech, they were more likely to 

express the same emotional expressions at the end. It should be noted that this kind of 

emotional consistency was stronger for ‘pleasure’, ‘interest’ and ‘neutral’ expressions of 

girls, (48.2%, 53.5% and 55.0%, respectively) compared to boys (vs 35.4%, 50.4% and 

53.5%, respectively), while within-infant emotional consistency was slightly stronger for 

‘external interest’ and ‘negative’ emotion expressed by boys (68.7% and 55.3%, respectively) 

compared to girls (vs 63.8% and 54.7%, respectively). 

An infant sex effect on the relationship between maternal emotions in the beginning 

and at the end of spontaneous maternal speech [Table 2, rows (5a) and (5b)] (Note 4) 

provided evidence of more intense emotional consistency for mothers of boys compared to 

mothers of girls. Mothers of engaged with boys were more likely to remain ‘pleased’ or 

‘interested’, in the infant or in the external world, in the beginning and at the end of their 

infant-directed speech (88.5%, 61.7%, 16.7%, respectively) than mothers of girls (88.3%, 

57.5% and 3.0%, respectively).  

 

Infant age effect on interpersonal categories of engagement according to the type of facial 

expressions of emotion (Hypothesis 4) 

Friedman test analysis provided evidence of non-significant infant age effect on the 

emotional matching, completion and non-matching taking place in the mothers’ interactions 

with girls and boys (Table 3). 
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Table 3: Summary table of Friedman test analysis (with sliding windows) comparing the emotional 

matching, completion and non-matching taking place in infant girl- and infant boy-mother interactions 

across 3 age points (4 comparisons for each interpersonal engagement category), in the course of the 

2nd to the 6th month of infants’ life (N=6 infant girl- and 5 infant boy-mother dyads).  

  Chi-Square Asym. Sig. 

Emotional Matching 

Infant Girl-Mother Interaction 

Comparison (1): 2 - 2.5 - 3 months 5.33 0.06 

Comparison (2): 3 – 3.5 - 4 months 0.33 0.84 

Comparison (3): 4 – 4.5 – 5 months 1.00 0.60 

Comparison (4): 5 – 5.5 – 6 months 1.33 0.51 

Infant Boy-Mother Interaction 

Comparison (1): 2 - 2.5 - 3 months 4.80 0.09 

Comparison (2): 3 – 3.5 - 4 months 0.10 0.94 

Comparison (3): 4 – 4.5 – 5 months 0.73 0.69 

Comparison (4): 5 – 5.5 – 6 months 4.80 0.09 

Emotional Completion 

Infant Girl-Mother Interaction 

Comparison (1): 2 - 2.5 - 3 months 0.00 1.00 

Comparison (2): 3 – 3.5 - 4 months 1.09 0.58 

Comparison (3): 4 – 4.5 – 5 months 0.00 1.00 

Comparison (4): 5 – 5.5 – 6 months 2.33 0.31 

Infant Boy-Mother Interaction 

Comparison (1): 2 - 2.5 - 3 months 2.80 0.24 

Comparison (2): 3 – 3.5 - 4 months 2.00 0.36 

Comparison (3): 4 – 4.5 – 5 months 2.80 0.24 

Comparison (4): 5 – 5.5 – 6 months 6.40 0.04 

Emotional Non-Matching 

Infant Girl-Mother Interaction 

Comparison (1): 2 - 2.5 - 3 months 1.13 0.56 

Comparison (2): 3 – 3.5 - 4 months 0.33 0.84 

Comparison (3): 4 – 4.5 – 5 months 4.36 0.11 

Comparison (4): 5 – 5.5 – 6 months 2.69 0.26 

Infant Boy-Mother Interaction 

Comparison (1): 2 - 2.5 - 3 months 2.63 0.29 

Comparison (2): 3 – 3.5 - 4 months 0.73 0.69 

Comparison (3): 4 – 4.5 – 5 months 0.94 0.62 

Comparison (4): 5 – 5.5 – 6 months 1.20 0.54 
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The developmental curves of emotional matching for both girls and boys interacting with 

their mothers follow different patterns from the 2 to 5 months, and after the 5.5 months 

(Figure 1).  

                               

 

Figure 1: Developmental trajectories of emotional matching for infant girls and boys in interactions 

with their mothers. 

 

Comparing interactions of mothers with girls and boys, the developmental curves of 

emotional completion follow similar patterns for both sexes across the age range from 2 to 6 

months (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Developmental trajectories of emotional completion for infant girls and boys in interactions 

with their mothers.  

 

The comparison of the developmental patterns of emotional non-matching provided evidence 

of similar patterns from 2.5 to 5.5 months for infant girls and boys (Figure 3).   

   

 

Figure 3: Developmental trajectories of emotional non-matching for infant girls and boys in 

interactions with their mothers. 
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Figures 1, 2 and 3 provide evidence of U-shaped developmental curves -  at 4 months - for all 

the categories of interpersonal engagements in boy-mother interaction, and at 4.5 months for 

emotional completion and non-matching in girl-mother dyads. 

 

Discussion 

We compared systematically emotional coordination and non-matching in spontaneous 

dyadic interactions of girls and boys with their mothers in the first 6 months after birth. 

This preliminary study provided evidence of differences between the sexes which are 

summarized as supporting the following hypotheses outlined above: (1a) emotional 

coordination (matching, completion, synchrony and attunement) was stronger and more 

accurate in dyads of mothers with girls compared to those with boys, while emotional non-

matching was stronger and more frequent for the boys; (1b) the combination of emotional 

matching/completion was more likely to occur with girls, while the combination of emotional 

matching/non-matching along with intermittent emotional non-matching were more likely to 

occur with boys; (2) girls initiated matching of their mothers’ emotions and caused non-

matching more frequently than boys.  

Mothers match boys’ emotions and respond with a non-matching emotional expression 

more than those who are with girls; (3) emotional consistency was stronger for pleasure, 

interest and neutral expressions of girls, while within-boys’ emotional consistency was 

stronger for external interest and negative emotion compared to girls. Mothers of boys 

showed more intense emotional consistency than girls’ mothers. In confirmation of 

Hypothesis 4, the developmental trajectories of emotional matching and non-matching follow 

different patterns in the two types of dyads across the age range of this study.  
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This evidence verified most of our initial hypotheses, in agreement with Feldman 

(2003) who reported closer synchrony between same-gender dyads, and contradict those of 

Malatesta and Haviland (1982), Tronick and Cohn (1989) and Weinberg et al. (1999).  

We confirm that mother-infant emotional coordination supports adjustment of timing 

(kinematics), form (physiognomics) and energy (energetics) of emotional expressions to 

obtain inter-subjective synchrony and ‘subjective coherence’ of their intentions and interests 

(Trevarthen, 1993b; Kokkinaki and Vasdekis, 2015). In particular, as early as the second 

month of infant’s life, the evidence of emotional matching, completion, attunement and 

within-infant and within-mother emotional consistency is consistent with the assumptions 

that: a) intersubjective communication requires the infant to interact with the Other in a 

matching and self-coordinated actively-attuned way; b) the expressed states of feelings in 

either one of the partners are evidently incomplete or open, anticipating a particular range of 

possible reactions of feelings in the expressions of the partner; a communicating subject is 

trying to make an effective complementary reply; and c) infants can experience both self-

awareness and other-awareness as well as awareness of purposeful sharing of emotional 

states (Trevarthen, 1993a, 1993b, 1997, 2005). 

Further, this study provided evidence of sex-related differences in the transitions of 

interpersonal engagement categories. Transitions between emotional matching and 

completion were more likely to occur in mother’s communications with girls compared to 

those with boys, while transitions between emotional matching and non-matching along with 

intermittent emotional non-matching were more likely to occur in with boys.   

Given that emotional matching, completion and non-matching presupposes the close 

following of emotions between persons in the short term, the evidence of transitions between 

these interpersonal engagement categories is consistent with the concept of “emotional 
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narratives” as the coordination through time of cognitive dynamics, attention shifts, and 

changes in motive force in each self, and between selves (Trevarthen, 1993a, 1993b, 1997). 

In girl-mother interaction, interpersonal engagements “unfold” gradually and the sharing of 

feelings (matching) is expressed in balance with chaining and grouping of emotional 

expressions, which are brought into close harmony by smooth continuation (completion). In 

contrast, emotional sharing in boy-mother communication is frequently qualified by strategic 

interruption, expressed through inappropriateness in forms of emotions (non-matching). 

Interruption signifies that the motivation for communication changes towards a different 

physiognomy indicative of agitation, distress and need for attention to some internal 

physiological need, or for comfort. Periods of emotional non-matching constitute “re-

negotiations” of intentions, or subtle varieties of motive adjustment in the course of which the 

brains of both participants (mother and infant) still continue to be re-organized. Using more 

sophisticated longitudinal analyses such as GLIMMIX, or transitional probabilities to model 

change over time in each individuals’ behavior as a function of the others’ within a dyad, 

may extend our understanding on how mother and infant change with respect to one another.  

The fluctuating and different developmental trajectories of emotional matching and 

non-matching in communications with boy and girl infants may support assumptions that: a) 

motives, expressed in emotions, are periodically re-organized and guided by perceptual 

experience that is sought to effectively complete each intended action; b) there is a constant 

competitive interaction between processes of cognition, perception and emergent individual 

action, and the psychological mechanisms that operate for social cooperation (Kokkinaki, 

1998; Trevarthen, 1997).  

Further, in this study girls initiated emotional matching and caused non-matching more 

than boys did. This psychological specialization appears to confirm that female’s are more 
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actively involved than males in interpersonal responsibilities and communication 

(Trevarthen, 1986a). Moreover, mothers match boys’ emotions and respond with a non-

matching emotional expression more than mothers with girls do. This supports the conclusion 

that boys, because of their greater difficulty in maintaining their affective regulation, will be 

more dependent on their mothers to help them regulate affective states (Weinberg et al., 

1999). Regarding the occurrence of non-matching emotional behaviours, it may be that the 

rate at which mismatching states were repaired to matching states was slower for mother-son 

dyads than it was for mother-daughter dyads (Weinberg et al., 1999) and the segmentation 

procedure we employed was not appropriate for this longer recovery time. Alternatively, it 

may be that boys engage in emotional negotiations at different rates, or in different order 

depending on the interpersonal challenges they are exposed to in their social engagements.  

Notwithstanding these problems, variations in timing, form and energy adjustment 

between interactions of mothers with girls and boys are indirectly supported by: a) different 

patterns in the ways girls and boys coordinate or cause non-matching to the type, the 

frequency, the valence and the intensity of maternal facial expressions at all ages through the 

period studied; (b) differences in the transitions of interpersonal engagement categories 

between girls and boys; and (c) differences of emotional consistency between girls and boys, 

and between mothers of girls and mothers of boys.  

Given the segmentation procedure we used (see Method), these variations provide 

evidence that early in life emotional engagements in girl-mother pairs are structured in more 

frequent and shorter duration - thus more intense - temporal cycles than that of boy-mother 

dyads. These are the kind of variations that may be attributed to sex-related differences in 

brain development, certain of which are evident in the fetal period, and the association of 



Sex-related differences in cooperation and communication 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  137 
 

these with sex differences in perception, motivation and patterns of emotion regulation that 

seem to favour stronger affective reactions for girls in infancy.  

Sex differences known at different stages of development may be summarized as 

related to the following: (a) brain volumetric asymmetries (de Lacoste, Horvath and 

Woodward, 1991); (b) the microarchitecture of the brain structure and the brain networks 

related to emotional awareness called ‘empathy’ (Baron-Cohen et al., 2005; Schulte-Rüther et 

al., 2008); (c) attention and memory for specific emotional cues (Wager and Ochsner, 2005), 

(d) reaction speeds (Leppanen and Hietanen, 2001) and the chronometry of emotional 

responses (Germans Gard and Kring, 2007); (e) the neural basis of emotional memories 

(Canli, Desmond, Zhao and Gabrieli, 2002); (f) face processing in visual perception (Rennels 

and Cummings, 2015), the maturation and the development of functions mediated by the 

amygdala and the temporal cortex which play role in processing of other persons’ facial 

emotional expressions (McGlure, 2000) and the functional specialization of brain areas 

devoted to face processing in general (Proverbio et al., 2006); (g) the latency to emotional 

expression and duration of emotional expression (Losonczy-Marshall, 2008); (h) motivational 

differences (Christov-Moore et al., 2014); (i) accuracy in recognizing subtle rather than 

highly expressive or exaggerated facial displays of emotion (Hoffman et al., 2010); (j) 

emotional regulation according to exposure time (Sonnby-Borgstrom, Jonsson and Svensson, 

2008); and (k) the intensity of emotional expression (Brody, 1997). It is noteworthy that 

infants’ arousal during mother-infant interaction is mostly organized by cyclic oscillations 

between low and medium states of arousal (Feldman, 2003), which may favour the emotional 

adaptations of females. 

The evidence we have found of differences in emotional regulation of engagements 

between girls and boys with their mothers appears related to fundamental dimensions of 
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intersubjective motor control for communication by body movement: namely “kinematics”, 

“physiognomics” and “energetics” (Stern, 1985, 2010; Trevarthen, 1986b). These dimensions 

of motor vitality relate to the expression of psychological wellbeing and particularly for 

individuals’ ability to regulate learning and memory and negotiate interpersonal challenges 

within and outside the family interactional context (Feldman, 2003; Kokkinaki and Vasdekis, 

2015; Trevarthen, 1997; Weinberg et al., 1999). In summary, the “The sex differences in 

(human) brains may help keep intact the complex balance of private self-discovery, 

exploration of nature, leadership, cooperation, communication, and imitation that vitalizes 

human communities and makes culture possible” (Trevarthen, 1986a, p. 198). Male and 

female individuals discover different responsibilities in the use of their emotional abilities in 

their relational life. 

The results obtained in this exploratory study need to be interpreted with caution. We 

must take into account the short-time observations of a small number of participants in each 

group, with unequal distribution according to birth order, and the fact that all came from 

Greek middle-class families. Longitudinal studies with larger samples and with cross-cultural 

and within-cultural comparisons, providing data for all four parent gender by infant gender 

pairs, which investigate systematically the frame-by-frame chronometry of emotional 

‘dialogues’ for an extended period of time, may yield different information on the 

contribution of sex-related variations in emotional communication in the development of 

human social consciousness and its variation with culture. 

We acknowledge that understanding of the development of intersubjective awareness 

with affective attunement advanced so richly by Daniel Stern (as reviewed by 

Papastathopoulos, in this volume) needs special recognition. Stern’s approach and findings 

have greatly benefitted scientific study of how children and their parents are motivated to 
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collaborate intimately in transmission of the principles and values of creative cultural life, 

from early infancy. 

 

Notes and acknowledgments 

1. Participants were part of a longitudinal study of emotional expressions and spontaneous 

imitations in interactions between infants and parents, both mothers and fathers, in 30 

families, fifteen from Crete, Greece and fifteen from Edinburgh, Scotland (N=90 subjects). 

For the present study, eleven mother-infant pairs were taken non-selectively from the Greek 

sample only. The video recordings used in this study were made for the PhD of the researcher 

at the Department of Psychology, University of Edinburgh, under the supervision of Prof. 

Colwyn Trevarthen. Ethical approval for their use was granted by the Royal Infirmary of 

Edinburgh, NHS Trust (8/95). I am thankful to the parents of the infant presented in 

Photographs I, II and III for their permission to reproduce these images. I am also deeply 

indebted to the infants and their families for “sharing” their time, cooperation and patience to 

participate in this study. 

2. In order to avoid low frequency cells in the analysis of the birth-order effect on 

interpersonal engagement categories according to the type of facial expressions of emotion, 

analysis was carried out for the relationship between each and every infant emotion and the 

predominant maternal emotions, that is, maternal pleasure and interest. 

3. The analysis of the direction of interpersonal engagement categories was carried out only 

for the first instance of emotional matching, completion and non-matching within the course 

of the subunit. 

4. In order to avoid low frequency cells in the analysis of the birth-order effect on the 

relationship of maternal emotional expressions between the beginning and the end of 
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maternal infant-directed speech, analysis was restricted to maternal pleasure, interest and 

external interest. 
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Διαφυλικές διαφορές στη συνεργασία και την επικοινωνία με τα βρέφη  

Θεανώ Κοκκινάκη 

Περίληψη 

Ο σκοπός της παρούσας έρευνας ήταν η σύγκριση του συγκινησιακού συντονισμού και του μη-

ταιριάσματος στις αυθόρμητες δυαδικές αλληλεπιδράσεις των κοριτσιών και των αγοριών με τις 

μητέρες τους κατά την πρώιμη βρεφική ηλικία. Οι αυθόρμητες δυαδικές αλληλεπιδράσεις έντεκα 

δυάδων βρέφους-μητέρας από την Κρήτη, Ελλάδα (έξι δυάδες με κορίτσια και πέντε δυάδες με 

αγόρια), βιντεοσκοπήθηκαν στο σπίτι των βρεφών από το δεύτερο έως τον έκτο μήνα της ζωής τους. 

Μέσω της μικρο-ανάλυσης διερευνήσαμε το συντονισμό και το μη-ταίριασμα των συγκινησιακών 

εκφράσεων προσώπου. Ο συγκινησιακός συντονισμός αξιολογήθηκε με βάση τέσσερις μετρήσεις: το 

ταίριασμα των συγκινησιακών εκφράσεων προσώπου, τη συμπληρωματικότητα, όταν ο ένας 

σύντροφος αποκρινόταν στον άλλο με ευχαρίστηση ή ενδιαφέρον, το συγχρονισμό στο ταίριασμα της 

συχνότητας των αλλαγών ή του ρυθμού των συγκινησιακών εκφράσεων και τέλος, την εναρμόνιση, 

όταν οι αλλαγές στη συγκινησιακή έκφραση των δυο συντρόφων ήταν προς την ίδια κατεύθυνση. Το 

συγκινησιακό μη-ταίριασμα κωδικοποιήθηκε, όταν δεν υπήρχε ενδιαφέρον για επικοινωνία εκ μέρους 

του ενός ή και των δύο συντρόφων. Επίσης, η κατεύθυνση, δηλαδή, ποιος αποκρίνεται πρώτος, 

μικρο-αναλύθηκε στο συγκινησιακό ταίριασμα και στο μη-ταίριασμα. Η παρούσα μελέτη παρέχει 

ενδείξεις διαφοροποιήσεων που συνοψίζονται στα εξής σημεία:  

α) ο συγκινησιακός συντονισμός ήταν εντονότερος και πιο ακριβής στα κορίτσια, ενώ το 

συγκινησιακό μη-ταίριασμα ήταν εντονότερο και συχνότερο στα αγόρια. Ο συνδυασμός 

συγκινησιακού ταιριάσματος/συμπληρωματικότητας ήταν πιθανότερο να συμβεί στα κορίτσια, ενώ ο 

συνδυασμός συγκινησιακού ταιριάσματος/μη-ταιριάσματος και το διακοπτόμενο συγκινησιακό 

ταίριασμα ήταν πιο πιθανό να συμβούν στα αγόρια, 

β) τα κορίτσια αποκρίθηκαν με συγκινησιακό ταίριασμα και  μη-ταίριασμα στις συγκινησιακές 

εκφράσεις των μητέρων τους πιο συχνά από τα αγόρια, 

γ) η συγκινησιακή σταθερότητα ήταν εντονότερη για τις εκφράσεις της ευχαρίστησης, του 

ενδιαφέροντος και του ουδέτερου συναισθήματος των κοριτσιών, ενώ το αντίστοιχο συνέβαινε για τις 

εκφράσεις του εξωτερικού ενδιαφέροντος και του αρνητικού συναισθήματος των αγοριών. Η 

συγκινησιακή σταθερότητα των μητέρων των αγοριών ήταν εντονότερη από εκείνη των μητέρων των 

κοριτσιών, και  
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δ) οι αναπτυξιακές καμπύλες του συγκινησιακού ταιριάσματος και του συγκινησιακού μη-

ταιριάσματος ακολουθούν διαφορετικά πρότυπα στις ελεύθερες αλληλεπιδράσεις των κοριτσιών και 

των αγοριών με τη μητέρα κατά τη διάρκεια της παρούσας έρευνας.  

Μέσα στο πλαίσιο της θεωρίας της Έμφυτης Διυποκειμενικότητας θεωρούμε ότι τα κορίτσια και τα 

αγόρια πιθανό να διαφοροποιούνται στον τρόπο συντονισμού των χρονικών προτύπων και των 

προτύπων μορφής και έντασης των συγκινησιακών εκφράσεων προκειμένου να φτάσουν στο 

συγχρονισμό των προθέσεων και των ενδιαφερόντων προς τη μητέρα τους. Τέτοιου είδους 

διαφυλικές διαφορές στην επικοινωνία πιθανόν να συμβάλουν στην κατανόηση της σημασίας της 

συμπληρωματικότητας των ρόλων των δυο φύλων που κάνουν εφικτή τόσο τη φροντίδα του 

βρεφικού νου όσο και τη μετάδοση της πολιτισμικής γνώσης. 

 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: αλληλεπίδραση μητέρας-βρέφους, διαφυλικές διαφορές στη βρεφική ηλικία, 

συναισθηματικές εκφράσεις προσώπου, συναισθηματικός συντονισμός, συναισθηματικό ταίριασμα, 

συγχρονισμός, συμπληρωματικότητα, συναισθηματικό μη-ταίριασμα, Έμφυτη Διυποκειμενικότητα. 
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'When three is not a crowd’: 

Measuring shared fun in playful interactions between parents and 

infants. 

Marialena Semitekolou6 

Abstract 

The aim of this study was to determine how special relationships of friendship and creativity are 

built and strengthened, and how fun may give extra strong support to a group of more than two. 

Towards this aim, we measured facial expressions of the emotions of interest and enjoyment in 

spontaneous dyadic and triadic interactions of infants in second semester – with their parents, in 

dyads, and with all three invited to participate as a trio. Twenty-eight families were recruited 

and the dyadic (mother-infant, father-infant) and triadic spontaneous interactions of infants with 

both parents (mother-father-infant) were video-recorded once a month from the 7th to the 12th 

month of the infants’ life. Playful Episodes (PEs) were defined according to the expression of 

positive facial expressions of emotion, which had either a spontaneous narrative pattern 

(beginning, development, culmination and resolution), or were accompanied by expressive 

behavioural rituals, conventional patterns of vocalisation and gesture that were expressed once 

or repeatedly with slight variations in content and intensity. Quantitative analysis of PEs for the 

population provided evidence of the narrative patterns. Micro-analysis of individual PEs 

provided evidence of similarities between dyadic and triadic interactions of infants with their 

parents according to: a) duration; b) the content and the positive emotional expressions of PEs; 

and c) the emotional frame of PEs. Dyadic and triadic interactions differed in that the 

proportions of maternal, paternal and infant laughter were higher in triadic compared to dyadic 

engagements. The results of this study are discussed and interpreted in the frame of the theory 

of Innate Intersubjectivity, or sharing of states of mind with affective regulations of self-

awareness in relations with others. 

 

Keywords: positive emotions, infants, playfulness, fun, family, parent, triads, Intersubjectivity.
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Introduction 

We set out to compare playfulness in mother-infant and father-infant dyads with that in 

triads of both parents with the infant, by analysing recordings of free, unstructured, 

happy and playful occasions in the home. Special attention was given to manifestations 

of intense positive affect or ‘joy’. The estimation of the ‘fun’ experienced by the 

participants was at the core of our study. This focus on ‘fun’ gave rise to a qualitatively 

different way of viewing the interactants: they were identified not only as ‘parent’ and 

‘offspring’, but were also given attributes such as ‘co-player’ and/or ‘joker’. They were 

not just partners but joking partners (Reddy, 2008). We did not ask them to accomplish 

a specific ‘task’, in so far as just ‘having fun’ may not be considered as a task with a 

desired pragmatic outcome. Parents were simply asked to enjoy themselves and the 

enjoyment of their children, enacting their familiar ways of joking with each other. 

Research data from person-directed play provide evidence that infants, before their first 

birthday, attribute psychological meaning to the affectively regulated actions of their 

partners. This kind of early attribution of meaning is rooted in the emotions of 

interactional contexts with the others and in the first ‘symbols’ that are being produced 

through direct social contact between infants and familiar partners (Reddy, 1989, 1991). 

The acceptance by infants of person-directed play raises crucial issues concerning the 

early understanding of others’ intentionality, the ability to discriminate between a 

serious and a non-serious intention – in short, the negotiable nature of interpersonal 

knowledge. We aimed at a description of how this 'negotiation' is being unfolded 

between three partners -two adults and an infant- in 'fun' contexts of playful 

interactions.  

We investigated the playful activities, and recorded the positive emotions that are 

shared by the partners; feelings that are evoked by playful actions and that motivate 
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further playful interaction.  We asked if these actions and emotions enhance or reduce 

our estimation of qualitative and quantitative differences between the dyadic and the 

triadic communication. What we specifically aimed at was a description and comparison 

of the ways mothers, fathers and infants have fun with each other, one-to-one or all 3 

together, as a family.  We made a detailed analysis of the context in which these 

positive emotions appeared: the sequences in which behaviours were performed and the 

expressive features of performance. We particularly investigated: i) the emotional 

expressions of the partners around playful interaction, ii) the activities of the playful 

partners - the kinds of games played, and iii) the organisation of “scenarios” of 

performance wherein the emotions flow, and the ways the emotions are being 

experienced by and communicated to each partner.  

Age and sex differences and similarities in these indices of parent-infant 

playfulness were also investigated, but these will not be presented in this paper.  

Our argument and the hypotheses of this study were based on the following four 

different – and potentially interrelated – aspects of the impulse to play.    

 

Playfulness: Its intrinsic inaccessibility 

Play researchers coming from a number of disciplines (Psychology, Ethology, 

Anthropology, History), with different research agendas, have proposed a variety of 

criteria for playful behaviour in children (Groos, 1901; Vygotsky, 1933; Beach, 1945; 

Meyer-Holzapfel, 1956; Callois, 1958, cited by Berlyne, 1969; Piaget, 1962). Their 

opinions have raised controversies, and so far no generally accepted definition of play is 

available.  There is disagreement about what should be regarded as the essential 

characteristic of play, it is not clear how the various criteria of play are related to each 
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other, and it is undecided whether these criteria should count for playful behaviour 

exclusively or for other behaviours as well. As Csikszentmihalyi (1976) notes: 

“...play has rarely been studied for its own sake, as a behavioural phenomenon 

with unique characteristics of its own, independently of what it reveals about 

phylogenetic, social, affective, or cognitive adaptation” (p.5).  

Huizinga (1938) also expressed concern about the definitional problems of play, 

arguing that these problems exist because most approaches have not dealt with the 

questions “what is play itself?” or “what play means to the player?”  Apparently the 

essence of play – the “fun”- is, by its nature, resistant to analysis and logical 

interpretation.  

As Fagen (1981) eloquently puts it:  

 “The most irritating feature of play, however, is not the abyss, not perceptual 

incoherence as such, but rather that play taunts us with its inaccessibility. We feel that 

something is behind it all, but we do not know, or we have forgotten, how to see it.” (p. 

493). 

Yet, don’t we all ‘know’ play when we see it? Part of the problem for researchers 

addressing the nature of play may depend on their assumptions and methods of enquiry. 

 

Taking play seriously 

The criteria adopted to define play paradoxically assume a rather ‘non-playful’ attitude 

towards play. Thus, it is assumed that play must have biological significance, or it must 

serve some unfunny function or other. Consequently, play is defined by the functions 

that it serves, or by its assumed biological aims and benefits. In other words, play is 

considered as a general ‘rehearsal’ of the youth for essential and serious life activities, 

and different forms of play are commonly used to ‘index’ cognitive development, as a 
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diagnostic and therapeutic tool, as one behaviour in a neutral context that provides the 

means for studying and assessing other more obviously ‘useful’ behaviours. 

Researchers studying children’s play have defined the function of play as ‘enrichment’ 

and ‘facilitation’ of social and cognitive development. Interestingly, their research has 

usually been performed in highly supervised situations (e.g. laboratories, nursery 

schools) where the irrational or immature aspects of playful behaviour are likely to be 

ruled out, and only ‘good’ or ‘idealized’ play occurs (Sutton-Smith and Kelly-Byrne, 

1984, cited by Nakano, 1993). 

What happens to play when its functions supposedly connected with youthfulness 

and immaturity have been served? Some writers admit that playfulness can be detected 

in adults, this playfulness being the ‘inheritance’ of play from childhood (Solnit, 1993) 

or that playfulness can be used as a crucial parental ‘strategy’ to support and facilitate 

the developing adaptation of the child (Moran, 1986).  

 

Must play be social? 

What is the social significance of playfulness? Most of the criteria accepted to define 

play (e.g. “intrinsic motivation”, “domination by means rather than ends”, “personal 

freedom from social constraints”) define solo performances or experiences of the 

individual.  They distinguish joyful players, joyful partners or co-players. Some writers 

argue that playfulness is an accessible personal trait, an internal multilevel structure, a 

disposition of personality, or a personal ‘gift’ that correlates with measures of creativity 

(Barnett and  Kleiber, 1982, 1984; Barnett and  Fiscella, 1985; Barnett, 1991; Glynn and  

Webster, 1992). We know, though, that playfulness is most present in our lives when it 

is shared with others. There is an abundance of research data from animals to indicate 

that play is an adaptive characteristic of social species, and that it presupposes a certain 
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level of social awareness and a co-player or a ‘rival’, even an imaginary one 

(Trevarthen, 1993a; Bekoff and Byers, 1998; Panksepp, 2005). 

 

What communicates playfulness?  

How do people ‘read’ other people’s or their partners’ playfulness? Which criteria are 

people using when they recognize and identify playfulness? Smith and Vollstedt (1985) 

attempted to answer this question, using five criteria commonly employed in play 

research -- intrinsic motivation, positive affect, nonliterality, flexibility and domination 

of means rather than ends. They asked adult subjects to apply these criteria to a 

videotape of nursery school children’s behaviour, and their conclusion was that no 

single criterion identifies play with certainty, and that “...we recognize play as being 

enjoyable, flexible and most typically characterized by pretend...although any scientific 

definition should take account of developmental theories and need no just follow 

ordinary usage” (p. 1049).  

 Do we actually use such criteria to define, initiate or involve ourselves in playful 

everyday encounters? Do infants and their loving companions really need ‘scientific’ 

definitions of play? The choice matters a great deal (Reddy and Trevarthen, 2004; 

Reddy, 2008): one can either be an observer from the sidelines, or a participant, active 

and emotional co-player. It seems that parents and infants choose the second way of 

being-with-one another. In fact, "most mothers are also 'friends' with their infants, as are 

their male partners... Human mothers are more like peer playmates in the way they treat 

their babies than are monkey or ape mothers, whose offspring will never have to go to 

school and receive formal instruction" (Trevarthen, 2003, p. 239).    
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Reviewing playful interactions in the family 

The previous studies of parent-infant play and attachment, focusing mainly on dyadic 

play, have shown that besides clear similarities between paternal and maternal 

behaviour, there are also differences – though these are considered as less important 

(Lamb, 1997a, cited by Frascarolo, Favez and Fivaz-Depeursinge, 2003). The 

differences, among others, concern the following. First, the amount of involvement and 

proportion of playful interaction with the infant; for example, fathers spend less time 

with their infant, but more time in play activities than in caregiving. Second, the play 

style and types of games mothers and fathers choose to play with their infants. It is 

reported that fathers play more physical or idiosyncratic games, use objects in more 

unconventional way, vocalise less and are often more intrusive than mothers (Weinraub 

and Frankel, 1977; Yogman, 1981; Belsky, Gilstrap and Rovine, 1984; Crawley and 

Sherrod, 1984; Parke and Tinsley, 1984; Power, 1985).  

Where interaction in family triads has been the topic of research it offered the 

opportunity for constituent dyads to be studied over a range of variables; comparing, for 

example, sex differences in parent and infant behaviour (Smith and  Danglish, 1977; 

Fagot and  Hagan, 1991), the characteristics of maternal and paternal talk (Golinkoff 

and  Ames, 1979; Stoneman and  Brody, 1981), talk between mother, infant and sibling 

(Jones and  Adamson, 1988; Barton and  Tomasello, 1991), and the growing social 

understanding of family membership in second-born children (Dunn and  Munn, 1985).  

In studies where family-level dynamics are taken into consideration, similarities 

and differences between partners’ behaviours have to be seen as part of a rather 

complex whole, a systems approach to the motives of a family. It has been shown that 

the direction of influences between family members are circular and indirect, since the 
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mother’s role, and even more the father’s role is contained within the marital 

relationship, and affected by its quality. Mothers (wives), fathers (husbands) and infants 

(sons and daughters) have been demonstrated to be sensitive recipients of influences 

that give form to family interactions from the beginning of the infants’ first year of life 

(Belsky, 1981; Dickstein and Parke, 1988; Cox, Owen, Lewis and Henderson, 1989; 

McHale, 1995; McHale, Kuersten and  Lauretti, 1996). 

In triadic family interaction we may discover fundamental differences between its 

system dynamics and those of dyadic interaction. Studies aimed at comparing dyadic 

and triadic interaction have concluded that there are both qualitative and quantitative 

differences: (1) both fathers and mothers interact more with their infants when alone 

with them rather than when their partner is also present, (2) infants, too, are reported to 

be more active in the dyadic than in the triadic situation, and (3) the triad allows parents 

to interact with each other beside addressing their infant, and it has been found that one 

consequence can be that mothers let fathers have the leading role in the interaction with 

the infants (Lamb, 1976, 1977a, 1977b; Clarke-Stewart, 1978; Belsky, 1979) 

 

Infant playfulness in everyday interactions:  

A glance at the Theory of Innate Intersubjectivity 

Trevarthen (1993a, 1993b) has argued that the infant is born with his or her own playful 

self. Young infants exhibit a natural ability for 'intersubjectivity' that is possible through 

an engagement of affects and attention: communicative behaviour in the first year, even 

in the first two months of life, can be truly mutual, intentional and motivational. An 

exclusive focus on attachment as the motive for explaining early communication has 

been proved insufficient (Reddy, Hay, Murray and Trevarthen, 1997). In short, there 

seems to be a motive for companionship evident in the first year of life. Happy parents 
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play with their infants from the very beginning. Play has nothing to do with protecting 

or regulating the infant as just a biological/physiological organism. Communication of 

motives and emotions, intentions, hopes and understanding is revealed in natural 

conversations and games of infants with people they know and like (Trevarthen and 

Bjørkvold, 2016, in press). Trevarthen (1993b) decribes a playful relationship as 

communication with a known companion, who is a curious, active and creative partner 

in cooperative consciousness. He also indicated that mothers often tease their infants to 

get laughter, and they may exchange habitual grimaces or gestures, making them into 

‘jokes’ that are quickly recognized by their infants (Trevarthen, 1990).  

Infants, highly attuned to the unexpected and attracted to the odd, “…easily grasp 

and delight in wordless dramas of the unexpected performed for them by adults, like 

peek-a-boo, and they do so before they have words enough to tell or understand stories” 

(Bruner, 2002, p.31) 

As Reddy (1989, 1991, 2001, 2005, 2008) and Reddy and Williams (2000) have 

shown, infants, during the second semester of life, are provocative: they initiate 

‘teasing’, ‘showing off’ and ‘clowning’ behaviour in order to get a laugh from their 

familiar partners. These early funny ‘games’ are purely social and emotional. They are 

person directed games, and their emotionality lies in the fact that they aim at the others’ 

reactions and they take their form in response to others’ reactions. Person-directed play, 

interpersonal games and interpersonal joking presuppose the presence of a partner or the 

active seeking of her and thus underline the essence of the social nature of play. There is 

evidence that the kinds of interpersonal play and joking in question can be observed 

from very early in human relationships between family members -- certainly they have 

been recorded to be initiated by 7 month olds to adults, and by adults to infants 

sometimes much earlier (Dunn, 1985, 1988; Schieffelin, 1986; Reddy, 1989, 1991, 
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2005, 2008; Semitekolou, 2003). They are most often found in relationships 

characterized by high intimacy and frequent contact (Alford, 1983), and they lead to 

new levels of mutual pleasure and generate feelings of union between the participants 

(Nakano, 1995).  

Emotional acts need emotional perception and one cannot achieve this without 

emotional engagement. Emotions are the key to all kinds of psychological engagement: 

they are part of an agent in her active relationship with the world and they are intensely 

shared with sympathetic companions who enjoy that sharing and attribute meaning on it 

(Reddy and Trevarthen, 2004).  

 

The infant’s experience of triadic communication 

Playfulness in infancy has been investigated principally in dyadic interactions and only 

occasionally in triadic or polyadic ones. Thus, it fails to grasp what the unsophisticated 

infant mind is trying to be and do in normal circumstances. "And it is clearly not 

possible to appreciate natural sociability fully by looking only at individuals, or at 

dyads" (Trevarthen, 2003, p. 233). Are infants capable of distinguishing between dyadic 

and triadic interaction? Do they actively engage in triadic situations? 

Selby and Bradley (2003) criticize a bias in past research, which has focussed on 

the mother-infant dyad and on emotional attachment to the mother for protection and 

care of the infant, whose dependence is, by implication, emphasized. They have directly 

challenged the idea that infants are dependent on adult support for communication in 

one-to-one encounters.  They present proof that, from 6 months at least, an infant can 

negotiate an intersubjective, emotionally controlled engagement with 2 peers when no 

adult is present.  Their observations of communication in infant triads led to the 

conclusion that infants manifest the characteristics of group communication or 
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‘sociability’ in the second six months of life. "By nine months of age, there is evidence 

for a 'clan' or 'group' mentality in infants, something quite different in form from the 

kind of 'shared dyadic programme' which is hypothesized... to underpin the growth of 

humans' sociability" (Bradley, 2009, p.267). Based on that evidence, Bradley (2009) 

refers to a "kind of collective dimension of infants' intersubjective being" (p. 277).   

Tremblay-Leveau and Nadel (1995, 1996) conducted an experimental study of 

triads including an adult experimenter and two infants of the same age one of whom 

was purposely excluded from the interaction. The results of their study show that 

eleven-month-olds are aware of their social position in a triad, and they demonstrate 

meta-communicative skills as they strive to avoid being excluded, carefully observe 

their partners’ focus of attention, using the ‘data’ of their observation to take part in the 

interaction. In other words, infants by the end of their first year of life seem to be skilled 

communicative partners not only in family triads, but in non-family triads as well.  

The research on triadic communication in the family has also been constrained. 

Nevertheless, some have observed triadic communication between mother, father and 

infant, and found it emotionally rich and productive of playful events that benefit all 

parties, and apparently it supports the development of the child (Fivaz-Depeursinge and 

Corboz-Warnery, 1999; McHale and Fivaz-Depeursinge, 1999).  

There is evidence that the notion that infants are adapted at first just for dyadic 

interactions may be misleading.  Indeed, this belief may be an artefact of the dyadic 

settings habitually employed for observing the infant’s interactions, and not due to a 

natural limitation in the infant’s first social abilities. Fivaz-Depeursinge and Corboz-

Warnery (1999) provided evidence that even three-month-old infants begin to join in 

triangular coordinations, sharing their attention and affects with both parents in triadic 

play. They suggest that the sophisticated triangulation strategies of nine-month-olds 
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may develop from the practice of communication in triangles from the beginning. 

Furthermore, they assume that “the triangular competence is an integral part of the 

person-directed motive” (p.115), that is a motive not to be confused with the object-

directed motive and the development of the coordinated practice between person- and -

object. As they state: 

“…the ethological skills infants use in dialogue play may be adequate for trilogue 

play, right from the beginning…Therefore, there may not be a reason to make a special 

developmental provision for trilogue.” (Fivaz-Depeursinge and Corboz-Warnery, 1999, 

p.25). 

 

Method 

Participants 

The research took place in Athens. Twenty-eight families took part in it (28 mothers, 28 

fathers and 28 infants, N=84). Paediatricians and obstetricians helped in recruiting the 

participants of our research. All of the infants were first born. This choice was based on 

the two following reasons. First, during home visits, we were recording both dyadic and 

triadic interactions of parents and infants. Thus, we thought that the presence of a 

'second' child would make the situation a bit complicated. Second, we wanted 

homogeneity as far as the parental experience was concerned.   

Infants (15 girls, 13 boys) were videorecorded from the 7th until the 12th month. 

At the very beginning of the research infants were about to reach a new level of 

connecting with their beloved adult ones. Trevarthen (1993b; Trevarthen and Hubley, 

1978) calls this new developmental level “secondary intersubjectivity”, defined as 

coordinating and sharing with another person’s attention, feelings and intentions toward 
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a third pole of an object, event, or action. Secondary intersubjectivity implies that the 

infant is aware of co-affectivity and co-agency with another person in relation to 

something else. Similarly, Stern (2000) proposes the emergence of the “intersubjective 

self” around 9 months of age in which the infant is thought to notice that others are 

affected by her agency just as she is affected by the agency of others. At the beginning 

of the research, the infants were 7 months-old (210 days, range: 208-214 days). 

Mothers' mean age was 32.6 years (range 27-38) and fathers' mean age was 37.5 (range 

29-41).  

 

Procedure 

Using a video camera (Panasonic NV-MS4 SVHS HI-FI STEREO) we recorded 7 

minutes of father-infant play, 7 minutes of mother-infant play and 7 minutes of mother-

father-infant play (the total time of recording was approximately 20-25 minutes). Six 

visits were made to each family, once a month (a total of 168 visits). Thus, the total 

number of recordings for each type of the interactions were 168 dyadic between 

mothers and infants, 168 dyadic between fathers and infants (N=336) and 168 triadic. 

The total number of the recordings (both dyadic ones and triadic) were 504. Recordings 

were conducted in a room chosen by the parents.  

The parents were given the following instruction: "Play your usual, favourite 

games with your baby" (dyadic situation) or/and "Play the way the three of you enjoy 

yourselves" (triadic situation). In each visit to each family the sequence of the 

recordings were counterbalanced according to the type of it, i.e. the first recording, in 

the first visit, started with the dyadic interaction between the mother and the infant, 

followed by the recording of the father-infant dyad and concluded with the recording of 

the triadic interaction, while at the second visit to the family we recorded the dyadic 
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interaction between the father and the infant first, then the dyad between the mother and 

the infant and finally the triadic interaction, and so on. We were not that strict at that 

point, though. Sometimes a father wished to take the initiative of playing first. Or 

sometimes, both parents wanted to start in the triadic situation. We let them do as they 

wished. From the total visits, the parents chose not to follow the counterbalancing 

sequence of the recordings 56 times.  

 

Coding 

Placing ‘fun’ at the core of our study, we first identified person-directed games: that is, 

games initiated by one person and directed to a partner to create an emotional effect on 

him or her, and to stimulate interest and delight in one another. The unit of analysis was 

therefore the playful episode (PE). A playful episode was identified when the following 

three criteria were met: 

a) Structure of the Interaction: There was a ‘game’, a thematic structure, with a 

narrative contour i.e. a beginning, a middle and an end; a behaviour or a set of 

behaviours that were performed once or repeatedly, sometimes with slight variations 

within the episode. 

b) Number of Involved Participants: There was mutual engagement of at least 2 of 

the partners in playful activity: they were participating or co-acting in the same game. In 

the triadic condition, all three partners could be mutually engaged, or at least the two of 

them could play while the third either observed the dyadic game or attended elsewhere. 

c) Quality of Emotional Expressions: The episode was in the context of having 

‘fun’ i.e. the partners were happy, sharing a feeling of enjoyment. Thus, each episode 

included positive expressions (interest, pleasure or joy) rather than expressions of 

negative emotions. On the basis of this criterion, in the present paper, the operational 
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definition of emotional expressions of the interactants and the presentation of the 

findings will be restricted to positive emotions.  

In dyadic and triadic interactions, both infants’ and parents’ positive emotional 

expressions (interest, pleasure, joy) were coded 10 seconds before PEs, during PEs, and 

10 seconds after PEs.  

Interest was defined as an emotion that generates a feeling of wanting to become 

involved, or to have new experiences with the person or object that has stimulated the 

interest (Izard, 1977, cited by Fredrickson and Branigan, 2001).  It was coded according 

to partners’ eye contact, gaze or orientation to one or other’s face or body; the eyes of 

the partners were either wide-open or blinking, and the eyebrows were raised or ‘knit’ 

(Kokkinaki, 2003).  Orientation or pointing behaviour to an object was also measured 

for coding interest, as well as parental verbal comments that initiate a game or invite a 

partner to join an activity, and vocalisations of the infant and of the parents.  

Pleasure was coded when a happy, relaxed face expression was observed, with 

open, “smiley” eyes, gazing at the face or the body of the other partner, and an 

elongated mouth, slightly open or closed with a smile (Dickson, Walker and Fogel, 

1997; Kokkinaki, 1998; Kugiumutzakis, Kokkinaki, Markodimitraki and Vitalaki, 

2005) or with laughter. Vocalisations of the parents or of the infant and parental 

comments that verbally expressed the feeling of pleasure were also measured. 

We defined joy as a more intense expression of the emotion of pleasure. It was 

coded when a happy, relaxed face was observed, accompanied by a prolonged, loud and 

hearty laughter (Ruch, 1993), loud and happy vocalisations, movements of hands and 

legs, with or without eye contact or gaze to the other partner’s face or body. 

Microanalyses of the defined parental and infant behaviours in PEs were 

conducted using a time-unit of one second. Cohen’s Kappas for intrascorer reliability 
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ranged from k=0.75 to 0.88 (the mean value of k being 0.81), and for the interscorer 

reliabilities ranged from k=0, 65 to 0, 81 (the mean value of k being 0.72) (Semitekolou, 

2003). The categories of behaviours and other measures taken from the videos are 

defined in the following Tables 1 (for both dyadic and triadic PEs) and 2 (for triadic PEs 

in particular). It has to be noted that from the total number of variables presented in 

Table 1, the results presented in this paper are only in relation to the type of game, the 

duration of the PE, the initiation of the playful activity, the laughter of the interactants, 

the emotions expressed and the timing of emotions. Variables presented in Table 2 are 

additional variables specific to Playful Episodes in whole triads. 

 

Statistical analysis 

The one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA, Bonferroni test of significance) was used 

to test the duration of the PEs according to their type (dyadic between mothers and 

infants, dyadic between fathers and infants and triadic ones). The chi-square analysis 

was used to test the statistical significance of the differences in the frequencies of all the 

other qualitative/categorical variables of our study according to the type of the 

interaction (dyadic/triadic) and the laughter of the interactants. The significance level 

for the chi-square test was set at 5% (Cramer, 1998).   
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Table 1: Variables measured in both dyadic and triadic Playful Episodes (M=mother, F=father, 

I= infant)  

Physical proximity  How close or distant the partners are in space:  

i) embraced or held near, at a distance closer than 1 meter;  

ii) far, at a distance more than 1 meter 

Who initiated the playful 

activity 

The person who begins the game: M, F or I; M after F or F 

after M, e. g. F suggests M to tickle I, etc.  

Type of game 

 

i) Non-toy, body or interpersonal games: e.g. tossing in the 

air, tickling, chasing, peek-a-boo, playful obstruction of an 

infant’s action, crawling, etc; 

ii) Toy games: e.g. hide and seek, give and take with an 

object, animation of an object by the parent, conventional 

use of toys (play with a ball / a doll / a car) etc. 

Communicative behaviours Vocalisations, smile, laughter, gazes to other or to object of 

joint interest, touch (i.e. kissing, caressing, biting) 

Parental verbal comments Comments that:  

i) praise (e.g. ‘my pretty baby’);  

ii) tease (e.g. ‘my silly baby’, ‘you sucker..!’);  

iii) invite (e.g. ‘gimme’, ‘let’s...’); 

iv) describe (e.g. ‘you like this game, huh?’); 

v) playfully threaten (e.g.’ I’ll eat you.’). 

Partners’ motion in space Fixed in position or moving in space:  

e.g. both M and I in motion; M in motion, I stationary;  

both  M and I stationary, F in motion, etc. 

Duration of the episode  The duration (in seconds) of each PE   

Emotion expressed  Interest, Pleasure, Joy by each partner. 

Timing of emotional expression i) 10 secs. before the beginning of the PE; 

ii) During the PE; 

iii) 10 secs. after the end of the PE. 



Marialena Semitekolou 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015 168 
 

Table 2: Additional variables specific to triadic Playful Episodes (M=mother, F=father, I= 

infant) 

 

Direction of parental verbal 

comments 

Who speaks to whom: 

 e.g. M to I, M to both F and I, F to M  

Types of engagement i) Triadic mutual engagement;  

ii) Dyadic mutual engagement - the ‘third’ person 

observes the ongoing activity;  

iii) Dyadic mutual engagement - the ‘third’ person 

ignores, i. e. does something else irrelevant to the 

ongoing activity. 

Intervention / Intrusion The ‘third’ person intervenes in the ongoing activity 

e.g. suggesting a new game, distracting I’s attention by 

presenting a new toy. 

Result of intervention i) The dyad ignores the suggestion (keeps up with the 

ongoing activity); 

ii) The dyad follows the suggestion (changes the 

thematic structure, the game of the PE). 

 

Results 

Qualitative Analysis 

Unfolding playfulness in parent-infant interactions was fascinating. Let us present some 

vignettes of it. We will narrate four examples of triadic and one example of dyadic 

playful interaction in the PEs as observed in our sample. 

 

Example 1 

An eight-month-old girl and her parents are on the floor. She is absorbed in a toy and 

pays no attention to her parents. After two unsuccessful attempts to attract their 

daughter’s attention, mother prompts father to use a toy; a “dog” puppet that can be 

animated by a hand inside it. Father, following the mother’s suggestion, takes the toy 
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“dog” and moves his hand covered by the “dog”, touching his daughter’s face and belly 

as if to “bite” it. During his movement, mother makes a barking sound. Both mother and 

father smilingly look at their infant. She looks alternatively at her parents’ faces and at 

the toy; having “bright” eyes, she smiles with a really cute and kind smile (like saying 

“O.K. I can see that you want me to play with you! And I’m accepting the invitation”). 

This is repeated three times and the game ends with a loud laugh from the mother, as an 

epilogue (Duration: 19 seconds). 

 

Example 2 

A ten-month-old boy sits proudly on his father’s shoulders. Mother approaches father 

and son, laughing and saying: “Where are you? Now, I’m gonna get you and kiss you!” 

A chasing game starts. Father cradles his body round his son and turns to the left and to 

the right, saying in a provocative tone “You cannot, you cannot!” while mother jumps 

and lifts her hands to reach the boy, repeating the same words, as before. A couch that is 

between the chased (father and son) and the chaser (mother) makes the game even more 

challenging and exciting.  The infant laughs loudly, and mother and father also laugh. 

This game ends when both mother (jumping around) and father (lifting his son) get 

tired! (Duration: 42 seconds).   

 

Example 3 

A ten-month-old girl and her mother are on the floor, embracing one another while 

father sits next to them. Father is about to leave the room; he starts crawling, saying: 

“Bye-Bye now…Dad is leaving”. Suddenly, he turns back; and he comes close to the 

embracing dyad, using the upper part of his body in a playfully threatening way; in a 

changed voice, he says: “I’m gonna get you, I’m the bad wolf…I’m not gonna leave!”  
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Mother laughs and as soon as she pulls herself and her daughter away from father, the 

girl starts laughing too. This is repeated two more times. While father pretends that he is 

about to leave, the infant orients her gaze to her father’s side and vocalises loudly; and 

the mother has a broad smile. While father comes back to ‘get’ them, both mother and 

infant pull back and laugh a lot. This game ends when father actually leaves the room, 

as he initially planned to do (Duration: 28 seconds). 

 

Example 4 

A nine–month-old boy - sitting on his mother’s lap on a sofa- is looking at his father 

who is lying next to them pretending that he is sleeping. The mother is looking at the 

infant with an expression of pleasure (Photo Ia). After about 3 secs the father suddenly 

comes up towards the infant with an increasingly pleasure expression and this quick 

torso moving patter ends into tickling the infant for about 2 secs. The infant smiles and 

then laughs at him while the mother attends their dyadic playful interaction (Photo Ib). 

The father lies down again for a second round. The mother is looking at the father with 

a smiling face while the infant attends intensely to him and after a while he vocalizes in 

combination to stretching his hands (Photo Ic) as if calling and saying to him: “Come 

on, I am waiting for you to come up again!”. After about 3 secs the father comes up 

suddenly with an ascending pleasure expression to tickle the infant’s tummy again for 

about 1 second. The infant smiles and laughs at him while attempting to touch him with 

his right hand. The mother shares this dyadic game with an increasingly pleasure 

expression while looking both at the father and the infant (Photo Id). This playful 

pattern which was featured by a predictable torso moving patterns accompanied by a 

spontaneous narrative pattern (beginning, development, culmination and resolution) of 
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positive facial expressions of emotions was repeated for three more times (Duration:  26 

seconds).  

 

 

 
Photo Ia  Photo Ib 

 

 

 
Photo Ic  Photo Id 

Photo I: An example of a triadic Playful Episode between a nine-month-old-boy, his father and 

mother. 

 

Example 5 

An eleven-month-old boy starts crawling towards a plug in the socket. His mother 

approaches him, stands behind him and puts him in the middle of her open legs. As 

soon as he starts his crawling, she pulls his legs back to his initial position, away from 

the socket. While doing so, she laughs and in a changed voice, she says: “Where do you 

think you’re going? …Come here!” The boy laughs every single time he is pulled in 

backwards, to his mother’s side. This is repeated seven times (mother occasionally 

tickles her son’s toes); the game ends when the infant stands still. (Duration: 36 sec). 
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Quantitative analysis  

During the 168 home visits (504 total recordings), we have recorded 527 dyadic (father-

infant, mother-infant) and triadic (mother-father-infant) PEs. Of these, 180 (34.2%) 

were between mothers and infants, 51 (9.7%) were between fathers and infants, and 296 

(56.2%) involved mothers, fathers and infants. The frequency of father-infant PEs was 

rather low comparing to these of the triadic PEs and the dyadic PEs between mothers 

and their infants. From the beginning of the research, 10 fathers expressed their shyness, 

telling us they would feel a bit embarrassed having themselves recorded. Interestingly, 

their awkwardness seemed to slip away during the triadic situation. This was not 

systematically investigated though and it will be discussed further as part of this study's 

limitations, at the end of the paper. 

 

How long did ‘playfulness’ last? 

The mean duration of mother-infant PEs was 32.05 sec (range: 6-163, M=20 sec), of 

father-infant PEs was 30.56 sec (range: 7-278, M=28 sec), and of the triadic PEs was 

32.47 sec (range: 6-203, M=30 sec). The Bonferroni test of significance indicated no 

significant differences between the duration of PEs in mother-infant and father-infant 

interactions (p=0.701), between the duration of PEs in mother-infant and triadic 

interactions (p=1.000), or between the duration of PEs in father-infant and triadic 

interactions (p=0.668). 

 

Who took the initiative for starting the 'game' more often?   

In mother-infant dyadic PEs (N=180), mothers initiated the playful activity in 170 cases 

(94.5%) while infants did so in 8 cases (4.4%). The cases in which, infants initiated a 
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game after their mothers' suggestion were just 2 (1.1%). The differences in these 

frequencies were found to be statistically significant (χ2=302.80, df=2, p=0.0005).  

In father-infant PEs (N=51), fathers took the initiative in 43 cases (84.3%) and 

infants did so in 6 cases (11.8%). Infants followed paternal suggestion in starting a 

game in just two cases (3.9%)  (χ2=60.11, df=2, p=0.0005).  

In triadic PEs (N=296), mothers (N=129, 43.6%) and fathers (N=126, 42.6%) 

were also the main initiators of the playful activity. Fathers initiated a game after their 

wives' suggestion in 14 cases (4.7%), mothers initiated a game after their husbands' 

suggestion in 10 cases (3.4%), while infants initiated the game in rather very low 

frequencies, that found to be statistically significant (χ2=482.65, df=6, p=0.0005).  

 

What was the ‘agenda’ of the playful ‘story’?  

From the total of 527 dyadic and triadic PEs, 389 of them (73.8%) of them were without 

toys or objects, while 138 (26.2%) included toys or objects. Particularly, in mother-

infant dyadic PEs (N=180), the total number of non-toy games was 132 (73.3%) while 

that of toy-games was 48 (26.7%). In father-infant dyadic PEs (N=51),   the total 

number of non-toy games was 32 (62.7%) while that of toy-games was 19 (37.3%). In 

triadic PEs (N=296), non-toy games were also observed more (N=225, 76%) than toy 

games (N=71, 24%) (See Figure 1).  No significant differences were found in the 

proportions of ‘toy’ and ‘non-toy’ games in the different groups: mother-infant dyads, 

father-infant dyads and family triads (χ2=3.99, df =2, p=0.13). 
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Figure 1: Frequencies of toy and non-toy games in dyadic and triadic PEs  

(M-I= mother-infant PEs, F-I= father-infant PEs, M-F-I= triadic PEs). 

      

What kind of games elicited more laughter from the partners? 

During the dyadic PEs between mothers and infants, the proportion of mothers’ 

laughter was higher during ‘non-toy’ games (N=17) than during ‘toy’ games (N=3) 

(χ2=9.80, df=1, p=0.002). The proportion of infants’ laughter was, also, significantly 

higher during ‘non-toy’ games (N=31) than during ‘toy’ games (N=4) (χ2=20.82, df=1, 

p=0.0005). 

In dyadic PEs between fathers and infants, infants’ laughter (N=10) occurred 

exclusively during ‘non-toy’ games. The frequency of fathers’ laughter was very low 

(N=6) and not significantly different between ‘toy’ (N=2) and ‘non-toy’ games (N=4). 

During the triadic PEs, the proportion of mothers’ laughter was significantly 

higher during ‘non-toy’ games (N=51) than ‘toy’ games (N=20) (χ2=13.53, df=1, 

p=0.0005), and the same was true for infants’ laughter (‘non-toy’ games, N=69; ‘toy’ 



‘When three is not a crowd’ 
 

 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  175 
 

games, N=6) (χ2=52.92, df=1, p=0.0005) and fathers’ laughter (‘non-toy’ games, N=44; 

‘toy’ games, N=6) (χ2=28.88, df=1, p=0.0005).  

 

Did all three partners join in the triadic games? 

From the total 296 triadic PEs, fathers, mothers and infants were mutually engaged in 

the ongoing playful activities in 145 of them (49%). Mutual engagements in which 

mothers and infants were playing together while fathers were observing without actively 

taking part occurred less frequently (N=61, 20.6%), as did games in which fathers and 

infants were playing together while mothers were observing (N=54, 18.2%), i.e. having 

the same focus of attention, smiling, laughing, or verbally commenting on the playful 

activity. Other types of participation between parents and infants (e.g. when one parent 

and the infant were playing while the other parent was doing something irrelevant to the 

game) occurred in extremely low frequencies. These differences in the frequencies of 

participation in different game patterns were found to be significant (χ2=645.55, df=9, 

p=0.0005).   

 

Did the partners enjoy their triadic games?  

Significant differences were found in the proportions of laughter in the different groups: 

mother-infant dyads, father-infant dyads and family triads. The chi-square analysis 

indicated that the proportion of mothers’ laughter was higher in triadic PEs (N=71) than 

in dyadic (mother-infant) ones (N=20) (χ2=28.58, df=1, p=0.0005). The proportion of 

fathers’ laughter was also found to be significantly higher in triadic PEs (N=50) 

compared to the dyadic (father-infant) ones (N=6) (χ2=34.57, df=1, p=0.0005). 

Similarly, the proportion of infants’ laughter was significantly higher in triadic PEs 
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(N=75) than in mother-infant PEs (N=35) and father-infant PEs (N=10) (χ2=53.75, df 

=2, p=0.0005). 

 

Positive emotional expressions that preceded, accompanied and followed dyadic and 

triadic Playful Episodes 

Striking similarities were found in the frequencies of the emotional expressions 

manifested by the partners before, during, and after the PEs, in both the dyadic and 

triadic groups. Interest was the most frequent emotion before the beginning of both the 

dyadic PEs and the triadic ones in all partners. Pleasure and joy were observed in 

increased frequencies during the dyadic and the triadic PEs in both parents and the 

infants.  After the end of both the dyadic PEs and the triadic ones, the manifestations of 

the intense positive feelings of pleasure and joy are reduced in frequency, while the 

frequency in the manifestations of interest is increased again. The total frequencies of 

the positive emotional expressions of the partners are presented below in Figures 2-4: 
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Figure 2: Total frequencies of emotional expressions in dyadic mother-infant PEs   

(for both partners). 

 



‘When three is not a crowd’ 
 

 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  177 
 

74

23

3

18

70

14

75

13
8

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Interest                 Pleasure                            Joy

Before the PEs

During the PEs

After the PEs

 

Figure 3: Total frequencies of emotional expressions in dyadic father-infants PEs  

(for both partners). 
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Figure 4: Total frequencies of emotional expressions in triadic PEs (for all Partners). 
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Discussion 

The present study aimed to overcome the hitherto taunting inaccessibility of play to the 

researcher by focusing on person-directed play and the positive feelings (interest, 

pleasure, joy) that signal interpersonal playfulness.  Observations of infants in the first 

year in free play with mother, with father, or in a trio seem to be what we need to 

understand the ‘instinct’ for creating friendships in meaning, sharing enjoyment of 

intentions, discoveries and humorous feelings of rivalry in affection.  

Let us summarise the results of our study, attempting to find the underpinning 

thread that may connect them: 

i) The mean duration of both the dyadic PEs and of the triadic ones was similar 

and approximately thirty seconds.  

ii) The initiative of enacting a playful activity of a certain theme -a 'game'- was 

taken mostly by the parents, both in the dyadic PEs and in the triadic ones. More 

specifically, in the triadic PEs, mothers took the role of the initiator of the games as 

much as father did.   

iii) The ‘agenda’ of both dyadic and triadic PEs was found to be similar. The 

partners in our sample preferred playing ‘non-toy’ games in both dyads and triads. Both 

mothers and fathers when alone with their infant played ‘non-toy’ or person-person 

games more often than ‘toy’ or person-person-object games. This was also the case in 

triadic play; the families preferred games where no object was involved.  

iv) ‘Non-toy’ games elicited more laughter than ‘toy’ games, both in the dyadic 

PEs and in the triadic ones.  
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v) The triadic situation increased both the number of PEs and the emotional 

responsiveness of the interactants (namely their laughter which we took as the basic 

behavioural ‘clue’ for the detection of intense enjoyment). Triadic PEs were more 

numerous than dyadic ones between mothers and infants, and much more frequent than 

the dyadic ones between fathers and infants. All three partners’ laughter proportion was 

higher in the triadic interactions than in the dyadic ones.  

vi) In most of cases, all partners were taking part in the games, either by actively 

engaging in them or by being an attentive and responsive participant observer: sharing 

the state of each other’s mind, resonating to the interaction and mirroring its affective 

tone. 

vii) Striking similarities were found in the frequencies of the emotional 

expressions manifested by the partners before, during, and after the PEs, in both the 

dyadic and triadic groups. Before the beginning and after the end of dyadic and triadic 

PEs interest was the most common emotional expression while pleasure was expressed 

in low frequency. In the course of PEs pleasure remained the most common emotional 

expression while joy increased and interest decreased in frequency. 

Approximately thirty seconds was found to be an adequate or an appropriate time 

for the partners to ‘tell’, or ‘narrate’ a coherent, funny and laughable ‘story’ (Bruner, 

2002), that is to enact their dyadic and their triadic game and have fun without getting 

bored or tired of it.  This, interestingly, is approximately the same time as the stanza of a 

typical baby song or ritualized action game played with an infant (Trevarthen, 1999).  

Why were ‘non-toy’ games preferred over ‘toy’ games studying PEs with infants 

during the second semester, which is known to be a time when infants show more 

attention to objects (Trevarthen and Hubley, 1978; Trevarthen, 1994), and when parents 
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increasingly include objects in interactions with their infants?  Why were ‘non-toy’ 

games more euphoric or more enjoyable in our recordings?  

The answer may lie in what our subjects were asked to do, that is to play a game 

they usually enjoy. They were games initiated by a partner (mostly the parent) and 

directed to a partner (mostly the infant) to create an emotional effect on her. To provoke 

surprise (peek-a-boo), pleasure in motion (chasing), thrill or even vertigo (tossing in the 

air), playful teasing with infants’ actions or intentions (infant crawling towards a place 

in the house and parent dragging him back), laughter itself (tickling, biting infant’s 

belly). They were usually ‘face-to-face’ or even ‘body-to-body’ games: their action was 

not mediated by an object, the attention was not concentrated on an object, the affects 

were not initiated by and they did not derive from a shared, coordinated action upon an 

object.  They were explicitly about action upon or with a person. This direct, face-to 

face contact between the co-players may be more exciting or more cheerful, thus more 

facilitating for the partners to ‘have fun’.  

We may not conclude from our observations on interpersonal play that toys and 

objects cannot be used to share feelings of excitement and cheerfulness. Infant initiated 

teasing games which include objects (e.g. violation of ‘give and take’ of an object) have 

been elegantly described (Reddy, 1989, 1991), providing evidence for infants’ early 

capacities for pretence and their sympathy for other people’s actions and emotionality. 

Maternal playful teasing of infants with the use of objects, and the infant’s capacities for 

‘reading’ their mother’s play intention has also been studied (Trevarthen and Hubley, 

1978; Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979; Nakano and Kanaya, 1993; Nakano, 1995). 

Examples of cheerful games with an object were also observed in our sample (e.g. 

playfully hitting / pushing the infant with an object, taking an object and teasingly 
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refusing to give it back), but these occurred in lower frequencies than ‘non-object’ 

games. 

‘Fun’ contexts seem to involve the participation of all members of a triad. Indeed, 

it would be misleading to take the observational attitude of one member of the 

threesome as a ‘non-participant’. It may be considered as the ‘by-stander’ position of 

one who observes the ongoing game and waits for the right moment to act or join in or 

even to take a leading role in a following game.  Alternatively, it may be considered as 

an ‘audience’ position of one who watches loved family members enjoying themselves, 

and she or he may not want to interrupt while not being able to help smiling or laughing 

with them. In neither case it is the position of a person who has been excluded from the 

interaction, since exclusion from an enjoyable event is not a pleasant social position, nor 

would it be expressed with contented gazes, smiling face, laughter and positive 

comments. 

Interest, the most frequent emotion before the beginning of the PEs - i.e. at the 

initiation of each episode’s ‘theme’ - seems like an invitation or ‘a license to joke’ by 

which the partners communicate their willingness to enter into the ‘other reality’ of 

play. The increased frequencies of the partners’ pleasure and joy during the PEs signify 

their mutual pleasure: the partners seem to ‘declare’ they are ‘being-happy-with’ their 

playmates. The sharing of ‘fun’ element is expressed in the sharing of pleasure and joy, 

in the well-coordinated, common or complementary movements of the partners, and in 

their unexpected inventions within a quasi ‘elusive’, but nevertheless co-experienced, 

intersubjective here and now. The manifestation of their intense positive feelings 

encourages the pursuit of their game. Soon after the end of a PE, the manifestations of 

the intense positive feelings of pleasure and joy are reduced in frequency, while the 

frequency in the manifestations of Interest is increased again: the partners are back to 
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ordinary reality, and they may ‘chat’ about their previous enjoyment, or they may warm 

up for their next game - which is about to become another PE. 

Why does this emotional matching take place, or more specifically, ‘where’ does 

it take place? Freud (1908) argued that “the opposite of play is not what is serious but 

what is real” (p.144). A player takes his play very seriously, he distinguishes play from 

reality and he expends large amounts of emotion on it, not considering it an inferior 

experience! The ‘entrance’ of more than one player to this different – non-real – playful 

‘reality’ where the ‘as if’ quality is on stage and where the actions are serious but at the 

same time they are not to be taken seriously, may require a kind of emotional matching 

between the playmates.  

Can such an emotional interchange take place with a baby? There is conclusive 

evidence that very young infants, even new-borns, are capable of emotional 

communication and involvement with the emotions of their caretakers. They are ‘gifted’ 

with an innate motivational system that makes them capable of matching their 

behaviour and their emotions with those of others, and this matching enables them to 

actively seek an expressive, affectionate ‘co-player’ (mother or father) to play a 

cooperative, intersubjective game (Murray and  Trevarthen, 1985, 1986; 

Kugiumutzakis, 1993, 1998; Kokkinaki, 1998; Kugiumutzakis, et al., 2005). The human 

brain development depends on the exercise of emotions of curiosity and hope for 

experience that makes sense, and also on its emotional responses to the sympathy of 

loving company, on being with people. There seems to be a progressive, developmental 

course from love, to play, and then to work (Trevarthen, 2016, in press): and, 

delightfully, what our research aimed at was describing joyful play with loving 

companions.   
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Can this kind of emotional interchange in cooperative awareness come about in 

triads? Hirshberg and Svedja (1990) and Hirshberg (1990) give evidence that twelve-

month-olds resonate and socially refer to the emotional signals that are given to them by 

both of their parents at the same time; infants respond to the parental emotional signals 

even when these are conflicting (one parent giving happy signals while the other giving 

fearful signals) and thus creating a distressful condition and making them experience 

conflict. Fivaz-Depeursinge and Corboz-Warnery (1999) illustrated infants’ triangular 

competence at nine months in negative as well as positive emotional contexts and went 

further on to show that three-month-olds develop triangular coordinations by sharing 

their attention and affects with both parents even under qualitative different -‘difficult’- 

situations of communication - for example, a previously active parent presenting 

himself / herself to the infant with a still face.   

Given this evidence, there is no reason why infants in the second semester of life 

would not respond to positive emotional signals given to them by their parents during a 

playful dyadic or triadic interaction, and furthermore that the infants would ‘match’ 

their emotions with those of their parents. The interactions in a threesome make it 

possible for a special kind of social referencing to take place, the ‘object’ of which is 

not a ‘thing’ but a ‘subject’ i.e. a person: each of the partners socially refer to the other 

in order to be emotionally ‘informed’, not only about the person addressed, but also 

about the so called ‘third’ party. We may deal with a phenomenon of mutual attention, 

where three organisms attend directly to each other’s emotional performances and each 

experience the other’s attention without another target or topic of attention but their 

partner-directed playful activity. As Reddy (2005, 2008) argues this may be the most 

direct sharing of attention and the most powerful experience of others’ attention one can 

get.  If a positively affected triadic playful interaction takes place, the game is even 
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more likely to prosper: a triangular or rather, a circular ‘flowing’ of positive affects will 

energize the playful activity. 

Should we conclude that triadic playful interaction are the same as the better 

known dyadic ones and equally enjoyable?  Or should we go further and suggest that a 

triadic playful interaction is likely to be more pleasurable than a dyadic one? The 

answer to the first question is negative: a triad is not two alternative dyads.  The 

intrinsic dynamics of dyads and triads make them incomparable; they involve different 

social skills and triads offer interpersonal situations that cannot occur in dyads (Collis, 

1982; Fivaz-Depeursinge and Corboz-Warnery, 1999; Frascarolo, Favez and Fivaz-

Depeursinge, 2003).   

It may be possible, however, to make an analogy and suggest that just as a triad is 

a whole beyond and above its parts, and qualitatively different from a dyad, the ‘fun’ 

element in any interaction - the mutual enjoyment of familiar and loving partners - may 

also be independent of the number of interactants.  It may be the case that when people 

are engaged in intense positive affect it does not matter how many of them have been 

invited into the interaction.  What matters is the fact that their agreed purpose is to play, 

and this is sufficient (Callois, 1958, cited by Berlyne, 1969). In either case ‘fun’ is the 

irreducible affective core (Huizinga, 1938). The players act together (as a twosome or as 

a threesome) building up their ‘ways-of-being-with’ (Stern, 2000) - the experience of 

‘being-happy-with’ their playmates in a playful ‘reality’, where the required actions are 

to be funny and to laugh at one another. The game is a subjective experience 

simultaneously enjoyed by the three partners. Within this sharing, we may identify the 

special role that parents and infants assume in their funny games, i.e. the role of ‘joker’ 

or/and ‘co-player’ and exploiting the ‘universal norm of reciprocity’ which such a role 

offers.  As Kennedy (1970) puts it, “what are proffered and returned... are rights of 
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play...the rights to invade the boundaries of the social ego or ‘zone of intimacy’ of 

specific individuals” (p.56).  

The ‘peak’ moments of pleasure and joy in playfulness and person-directed joking 

may instantly transform the communicative incident: they reshape a triangle and for a 

moment they make it seem to function as or even ‘feel’ like a circle. For this 

transformation to be experienced, the actions that are being undertaken and the 

emotions that are shared by the actors appear to be more important as mediating factors 

than the number of interactants. The motive of being together in a playful ‘reality’ to 

experience ‘fun’ may, for that moment, round off the angles of the triangle, and so make 

room, perhaps, for even more persons to join in and assume their communicative role in 

a circle of play.  

We may speak of emotions as stories in company with the time of being: play 

requires the enjoyment of companionship in imagination and creativity of movement. 

We are born with a moving body, ready to share its rhythms and melodies of joy. 

Humans have a biological capacity for moving with feelings: we share this capacity with 

other animals; the sharing of joy in social games is for life of a community of any 

highly sociable animal (Trevarthen and Panksepp, 2016, in press). Or, we may also 

speak, with Stern, of “now moments”, a closer examination of which suggests the 

sharing of an “affect voyage” between two partners. “This voyage is the joint 

experiencing of an emotional ‘micro-narrative’ that unfolds in several seconds. It is 

physically lived through participating in the other’s experience; it is a directly lived 

form of intersubjectivity” (Stern, 2002, p. 85). We argue that these “now moments” and 

their emotional, cheerful ‘micro-narrative’ can be shared between three partners as well; 

it only takes three voyagers, with their joy being the ticket for this voyage.    
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Music may be defined as the innate ability to make and hear sounds of the human 

body moving in communicable ways (Trevarthen, 2016, in press). Parents and children, 

while joyfully playing in everyday encounters, 'swing' together in common rhythms: it 

is a musical-emotional interplay. "For the human mind works holistically with the 

whole body, in synaesthesias, bringing all the different modes of sensory impression 

into moments of living" (Trevarthen and Bjørkvold, 2016, in press).  

Reddy (1999) extends Nadel and Camaioni’s (1993) ‘orchestra’ metaphor for the 

description of communication. She offers the metaphor of a ‘jazz group’, in which there 

is no individual performer but a dynamic collaboration, and there is no predetermined 

score - the music is inseparable from the process of playing. If we adopt the ‘jazz group’ 

metaphor for describing the playful communication, we could say that the ‘fun’ is the 

music that the group is producing; a music that will become high in ‘expression’ and 

‘allegro’ in tempo, and that has richer sound when the group includes three ‘musicians’ 

than two, thus providing a more interesting or pleasurable ‘musical’ experience.  

‘Fun’ seen as music, or more generally as a rhythmic engagement, raises issues 

that need to be addressed and from which we could learn much. These issues could be 

studied according to the modalities used for expressing this unique rhythm as well as for 

perceiving it; their development in infants, and the ways (or metaphorically the 

‘dancing steps’) joking partners - infants and adults - use to communicate them (or 

‘dance’ them) to each other. A range of studies demonstrate an important aspect of 

animate movement: its expressive character. Simple kinetic structures of observed 

movements give rise in an uninvolved observer to definite causality, animacy and even 

impressions of affect, impressions which are typically associated with higher-level 

cognitive processing. We can ‘see’ the meaning of another’s action rather than 

attributing it to a ‘table of stimuli’: what we are really dealing with are primitive 
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phenomena which arise from the perceptual field itself (Heider and Simmel, 1944; 

Michotte, 1950, cited by Thines et al., 1991; Rime et al., 1985; Scholl and Tremoulet, 

2000). Is it possible, then, that playful behaviour is linked with expressive movements 

of specific spatio-temporal forms, the playful-teasing quality of which are 

spontaneously initiated or/and directly perceived as such? A study on this question and 

its developmental aspects would be of great interest. 

The study presented in this paper is a rather raw description of everyday joyful 

encounters of the family during the first year of the infant.  We need to conduct more 

naturalistic studies, with more subjects recorded for longer periods in longitudinal 

designs. Longer warm up periods may also be of special importance in order to get the 

subjects (especially the fathers - as our study has indicated) acquainted with the 

procedure, to reduce the camera effect on their spontaneity and to give the naturalistic 

studies a desired ecological validity. A more systematic way of analyzing the subtle 

'nature' of playful interactions at home is required, and for this purpose we need to code 

indices of emotions other than facial expressions, using more specific and adaptable 

coding systems (see Oster, 2005). We hope that this work will encourage a intensive 

study of playfulness during infancy, both in dyadic and in triadic contexts, in order to 

understand more the nature and life course of our playful species.   
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‘Όταν οι τρεις δεν αποτελούν πλήθος’: 

Μετρώντας το μοίρασμα της διασκέδασης στις παιγνιώδεις 

αλληλεπιδράσεις μεταξύ γονέων και βρεφών 

Μαριαλένα Σεμιτέκολου 

Περίληψη 

Σκοπός της παρούσας έρευνας ήταν να καθοριστούν οι τρόποι με τους οποίους χτίζονται και 

ενδυναμώνονται οι ιδιαίτερες σχέσεις της οικειότητας και της φιλίας μεταξύ των γονέων και 

των βρεφών, αλλά και το πώς το στοιχείο της ευθυμίας και της διασκέδασης ισχυροποιεί και 

προάγει τους δεσμούς της τριαδικής σχέσης. Για το σκοπό αυτό, καταγράψαμε τα 

συναισθήματα του ενδιαφέροντος και της ευχαρίστησης στις αυθόρμητες δυαδικές και 

τριαδικές αλληλεπιδράσεις των μητέρων, των πατέρων και των βρεφών τους κατά τη διάρκεια 

του δεύτερου εξαμήνου της ζωής του βρέφους. Βιντεοσκοπήσαμε τις αυθόρμητες παιγνιώδεις 

αλληλεπιδράσεις 28 οικογενειών σε δυάδες (μητέρες-βρέφη, πατέρες-βρέφη) και σε τριάδες 

(μητέρες-πατέρες-βρέφη) σε διαστήματα 30 ημερών από τον 7ο έως τον 12ο μήνα της ζωής του 

βρέφους. Τα παιγνιώδη επεισόδια (ΠΕ) ορίστηκαν με κριτήριο τις θετικές συναισθηματικές 

εκφράσεις προσώπου των συντρόφων οι οποίες είτε παρουσίαζαν ένα αφηγηματικό σχήμα (με 

αρχή, ανάπτυξη, κορύφωση και λύση) είτε συνόδευαν τυπικές παιγνιώδεις πρακτικές των 

συντρόφων (με συμπεριφορές που γίνονταν μία φορά ή που επαναλαμβάνονταν με ελαφρές 

τροποποιήσεις στο περιεχόμενο ή/και στην ένταση). Η ποσοτική ανάλυση των 

καταγεγραμμένων αλληλεπιδράσεων έδειξε ότι τα ΠΕ διακρίνονταν από μια αφηγηματική 

δομή. Επιπλέον, η μικροανάλυση των ΠΕ κατέδειξε ομοιότητες στις δυαδικές και στις τριαδικές 

αλληλεπιδράσεις των  βρεφών με τους γονείς τους ως προς: α) τη διάρκεια, β) το περιεχόμενο 

των ΠΕ, και γ) τις θετικές συναισθηματικές εκφράσεις των συντρόφων κατά τη διάρκεια των 

ΠΕ, και δ) το συναισθηματικό πλαίσιο των ΠΕ: πριν την αρχή και μετά το τέλος των δυαδικών 

και των τριαδικών ΠΕ, το συναίσθημα του ενδιαφέροντος ήταν αυτό που επικράτησε σε 

συχνότητα, ενώ η ευχαρίστηση καταγράφηκε σε χαμηλότερες συχνότητες. Κατά τη διάρκεια 

των ΠΕ, η ευχαρίστηση ήταν το συναίσθημα που εκφράστηκε συχνότερα από τους συντρόφους, 

ενώ το πιο έντονο συναίσθημα της χαράς αυξήθηκε και το ενδιαφέρον μειώθηκε σε συχνότητα. 

Ωστόσο, οι δυαδικές και οι τριαδικές αλληλεπιδράσεις παρουσίασαν μια ουσιαστική διαφορά 

αναφορικά με τη συχνότητα του γέλιου των μητέρων, των πατέρων και των βρεφών: κατά τη 

διάρκεια των τριαδικών ΠΕ, και οι τρεις σύντροφοι γέλασαν περισσότερο από ό,τι στη διάρκεια  
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των δυαδικών ΠΕ. Τα αποτελέσματα της παρούσας μελέτης συζητούνται και ερμηνεύονται υπό 

το πρίσμα της θεωρίας της Έμφυτης Διυποκειμενικότητας.      

 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: θετικά συναισθήματα, βρέφη, παιγνιώδη διάθεση, διασκέδαση, οικογένεια, 

γονέας, τριάδες, Διυποκειμενικότητα. 
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The intersubjective motives of play:  The case of autism 

Despina Papoudi7 

 

Abstract 

A deficit in spontaneous or self-generated play, particularly in what is conceived as ‘symbolic’ 

or representational play, has been identified as core deficit of young children with autism. Most 

empirical research on the behavior of children with autism has relied on tests of their cognitive 

development as individual thinkers who must learn to recognize conventional meanings. This 

leads to the special attention given to ‘symbolic’ play, while socio-emotional or relational 

functions of play are left unattended. 

In contrast, developmental research with typically developing children brings abundant 

evidence that inter-personal relatedness depends on mutual awareness of intentions with 

feelings between the child and other persons, with shared joy in purposeful movement, and that 

affectionate sharing is an essential element of play from birth prior to the capacity for meta-

representation of experiences. In early infancy an emotional ‘primary intersubjectivity’ 

regulates playful ‘proto-conversations’ with voice and gesture, before sharing of imaginative 

actions in games and tasks, which is a prerequisite for later development of the cognitive 

abilities of language and story-telling that specify arbitrary meanings. 

Taking in mind the evidence on the shared enjoyment of play by typically developing children, 

and its contribution to the invention of shared meanings, we explore comparable studies with 

children with autism to bring new light to our understanding of what is atypical in the 

developmental pathway that might lead to problems with interpersonal awareness, intimate 

relationships, and with mastery of representational skills. 

 

Keywords: autism, play, symbolic play, Intersubjectivity. 
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Introduction 

Among the many studies of the play of the children with autism, most attention has been 

given to ‘symbolic’ play, because this play with conventional meanings is conceived as 

a prerequisite for communication of ideas and rational thought.  Research with children 

with autism based on this assumption claims to show that problems with a capacity to 

identify ideas and experiences with semantic or metaphorical substitutes, may influence 

negatively both intellectual development and mastery of language, and may be taken as 

the primary cause of autism, which, by these criteria, is diagnosed after infancy.   

On the other hand, evidence from studies into the social origins of play and the 

relationship between imaginative ‘symbolic’ play and the expression of affective 

disorder in autism promises to enlighten our understanding about the psychological 

nature and early development of autism (Trevarthen, Aitken, Papoudi and Robarts, 

1998).  

I propose in this paper that research on the development of play in typically 

developing children supports an ‘intersubjective deficit’ hypothesis for explaining the 

impairment in the play of children with autism, a view that is closer to the original 

perception of the disorder by Leo Kanner (1943), who described the condition as 

“autistic disturbances of affective contact”, which are primarily emotional. Recent 

evidence supporting Kanner’s sensitive clinical work is reviewed by Hobson and 

Hobson (2011) and by Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt (2013), who emphasize the central 

role of affective engagement and affective sharing with people from birth, which raise 

questions concerning disorders of prenatal development for emotional regulation of 

intersubjectivity in the pathogenesis of autism.  
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A critical review of the literature on play in autism leaves us with many 

unresolved problems.  There is an attempt to analyse and explain these issues by 

bringing forward evidence from the development of play in typically developing 

children.  The examination of autism within a framework of typical development is 

important from a theoretical point of view, to test concepts of the developmental process 

itself (Sigman, 1989), and it is essential for any attempt to identify the developmental 

psychopathology pathway in autism (Cicchetti, 1990).  

  

The development of play in typically developing children 

Several definitions of children’s play have been offered and there are many 

theories concerning the role of play in human development.  However, “. . . the widely 

shared notion that the entity ‘play’ is a behavioural disposition that occurs in 

describable and reproduceable contexts and is manifest in a variety of observable 

behaviours.” (Rubin, Fein and Vandenberg, 1983, p. 698) can be accepted as a basis for 

research analysing play as an adaptive behaviour.  Although theories of play have been 

constructed within historical, evolutionary, psychoanalytic, anthropological, cognitive, 

animal, linguistic, communicative or philosophical frameworks (Sutton-Smith and 

Kelly-Byrne, 1984), here only the cognitive and communication theories of play will be 

discussed, because they: a) relate directly to the debate about the cognitive or affective 

nature of human play, and b) they provide a framework for re-interpreting the empirical 

studies of play in autism that have mainly focused on the cognitive aspects of play.   

In the literature, children’s play is found to be linked with different developmental 

achievements -- the acquisition of language and symbolic representation (Piaget, 1962), 

language and thinking (Vygotsky, 1966), or wider cooperative understanding in 

‘companionship’ (Trevarthen, 1979a, 1979b, 2001).  It has also been considered 
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essential in the development of tool use and problem solving (Bruner, 1972), social 

interaction (Garvey, 1974, 1977), meta-communication and social construction 

(Bateson, 1972), as well as the ‘theory of mind’ (Baron-Cohen, 1987; Leslie, 1987).  

‘Symbolic’, ‘imaginative’, ‘fantasy’, ‘pretend’ or ‘make-believe’ play develops in 

childhood during the second year associated with the development of language, and 

generally with the emergence of representational thought (Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 

1966), and this link between fantasy play and language also exists in the development of 

children with autism (McHale, Simmeonsson, Marcus and Olley, 1980; Riguet, Taylor, 

Benaroya, and Klein, 1981; Ungerer and Sigman, 1981; Mundy, Sigman, Ungerer and 

Sherman, 1987).   

For Piaget (1962) play is a symbolic system that provides the child with a means 

of assimilation needed in order to rethink past experience, and it is a reflection or 

product of egocentric thought.  According to Piaget ‘symbolic’ play originates from 

experimenting with individual thought in action, and it can only be shared with others 

several years after it is mastered by the infant for their own satisfaction.  Play is thus 

taken to progress from ‘activity’ to ‘representation’, and eventually to forms of 

symbolic representation.  The developmental process is a transition that takes the child 

from the earliest form of sensorimotor intelligence to the operational structures that 

characterize mature thought (Athey, 1984).  Leslie (1987), a contemporary cognitive 

developmental theorist, following Premack and Woodruff (1978), proposed a ‘theory of 

mind’ hypothesis to explain meta-representation or the ability to ‘pretend’, and 

therefore, to exhibit ‘pretend’ play.  He distinguishes between two kinds of 

representations in the child’s mind:  the primary representation which accounts for the 

child’s capacity to represent the world as it is, and the meta-representation which 

accounts for representing the world as something different from what it is.  Meta-
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representation can explain internal or imaginative ‘pretence’; ‘I pretend the banana is a 

telephone’, or understanding ‘pretence’ in others; ‘Mother pretends that the banana is a 

telephone’.   

Vygotsky (1978), in contrast to Piaget, emphasized the primacy of the social and 

affective role of play.  Play is, for Vygotsky, the source of mental development, and it is 

created in the ‘zone of proximal development’, which is the functional space between 

what the child can do, or know how to do, on his/her own and what the child can do or 

know with assistance. It is not primarily an ego-centric activity. Every psychological 

function, including play, appears “. . . first, between people (inter-psychological), and 

then inside the child (intra-psychological).” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).  Symbolic 

representation is the significant result of play behaviour, which is a means for creation 

of roles and rules, and for formation of symbols (Vygotsky, 1966).  Bateson (1955) also 

emphasized the communicative function of play for others.  A prerequisite for play is,  

“. . . some degree of meta-communication, i.e., of exchanging signals which would 

carry the message ‘this is play’.” (Bateson, 1955, p. 41).  The message of play is 

considered as a kind of paradox; the player indicates that one thing is so, but at the same 

time that it is not so.  It is supposed to promote ‘equilibration’ between knowledge and 

new reality.  The child learns the rules of meta-communication, and therefore implicitly 

the way in which reality is socially constructed.  In this way, the child is learning 

through being social, as well as being imaginative for self-satisfaction (Sutton-Smith 

and Kelly-Byrne, 1984).   

Theories about children’s play have generated many empirical studies most of 

which have focused on the development of young children’s ‘symbolic’ play, taken as 

the most advanced form of play, with a significant relationship to language acquisition 

(Lowe, 1975; Nicolich, 1977; McCune-Nicolich, 1981; Ungerer, Zelazo, Kearsley and 
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O’ Leary, 1981), but there are a few studies which have considered a broader spectrum 

of play categories, distinguishing, for example, ‘manipulative’, ‘exploratory’ and 

‘functional’ play.   

 

Solitary or subjective play with objects 

Fenson, Kagan, Kearsley and Zelazo (1976) in a cross-sectional study of 7-20 

month old children categorized play behaviours into three classes, i.e. ‘relational’, 

‘symbolic’ and ‘sequential’ acts.  At 7 months infants’ play was characterized by visual, 

oral and tactual examination of objects.  The first level of ‘relational’ play appears at 9 

months, when an infant relates or combines two objects.  Relational acts were 

distinguished into appropriate associations between objects (e.g. putting the lid on the 

pot), into inappropriate associations (e.g. touching the lid against the side of a cup), and 

into grouping objects (e.g. putting two spoons together).  Symbolic activities, in the 

second class, took place from 9 to 20 months and included eating, drinking, pouring, 

stirring and spooning from one container to another.  The last class of play, i.e. the 

sequential acts, from 13 to 20 months involved performing two identical consecutive 

acts (e.g. putting a cup on a saucer and immediately afterward placing another cup on 

another saucer), and combining two different but thematically similar acts into a 

sequence (e.g. stirring in a cup and then in a pot).   

Fenson and Ramsay (1980) studied extensively the transition from self-centered 

or self-directed play acts to decentered play which is finally integrated into multiple 

scheme sequences, i.e., in Piagetian terms, the transition from ‘sensorimotor’ to 

‘representational’ cognition.  They observed that decentered acts were prominent by 19 

months; single scheme combinations of centered and decentered acts were exhibited by 

19 months and multiple scheme combinations emerged by 24 months.   
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Ungerer and Sigman (1984), in an investigation of the relation of play and 

sensorimotor behaviour to language in the second year, defined five play behaviours.  

The first behaviour, included ‘simple manipulation’ of objects (12 months) such as 

mouthing, waving, banging, fingering or throwing a single toy.  The second category, 

‘relational’ play (12 months), involved: a) combination of objects, such as touching or 

banging two objects together in a non-functional manner, b) stacking objects and c) 

using one object as a container to hold another object.  The last two sub-categories 

excluded those behaviours which were considered functional associations of objects, 

e.g. placing a cup on a saucer or putting a spoon into a cup. The third category, 

‘functional’ play (12-18 months) included functional or conventional associations of 

objects.  Four different sub-categories were recorded:  a) self-directed acts, e.g. brushing 

one’s hair, b) doll-directed acts, e.g. feeding a doll with a spoon, c) other-directed acts, 

e.g. holding a telephone receiver to the mother’s ear, and d) object-directed acts e.g. 

placing the top on the teapot.  The fourth category, ‘symbolic’ play (18-24 months) was 

classified into three types:  a) the use of one object as if it were a different object 

(substitution play), e.g. using a cup as a telephone receiver, b) use of a doll as an 

independent agent of action (agent play), e.g. propping a bottle in a doll’s arms as if it 

could feed itself, and c) creation of objects or people having no physical representation 

in the immediate environment (imaginary play), e.g. making pouring sounds as 

imaginary tea is poured from a teapot into a cup.  ‘Sequences’ (18-24 months) was the 

last category, and it was recorded to measure meaningful integrated sequences of 

functional and symbolic acts in play.  Vondra and Belsky (1989) used the additional 

category of ‘transitional’ play, which is characteristic of 8-9 month old children and 

signifies the transition from ‘functional’ to ‘symbolic’ play.  
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Intersubjective play with others 

Play has been associated with the acquisition of language, and if one takes 

Halliday’s (1979) account of learning language as learning how to ‘mean’ through a 

social learning of experiences, then the framework of a theory of interaction between 

the child and other people must be accepted. In this view, the child does not merely 

acquire knowledge about what words refer to, but gains understanding of the meanings 

or interests of the others’ intentional acts, which can be communicated by both verbal 

and non-verbal means.  Furthermore, play is a productive element of this social 

interaction.  Smith (1977) expresses this view as follows:   

“Social play is one form of social interaction.  Social interaction implies that two 

or more participants are making appropriate responses to each other so that the sequence 

of interactions is continued - they are making alternating and contingent responses to 

their partner or partners.  Play is generally taken to imply a sequence of behaviours 

which shows marked combinatorial flexibility. . . If these characteristics are accepted, 

then social play must have the characteristics of both social interaction and play.” 

(Smith, 1977, p. 123).   

Social play has been studied in the playful interactions of children with their 

mothers or with their peers.  The value of skilled participants, who can be either 

caregivers or peers, in interactions with children has been described by Rogoff (1990) 

using the concept of ‘guided participation’, which involves “. . . children and their 

caregivers and companions in the collaborative processes. . . . Underlying the process of 

guided participation is intersubjectivity:  a sharing of focus and purpose between 

children and their more skilled partners . . . ” (Rogoff, 1990, p. 8).   

Parten (1932) was the first to classify children’s social play with peers.  She 

distinguished play into social categories such as ‘solitary’ play, ‘unoccupied’, 
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‘onlooker’, ‘parallel’ and ‘associative’ play.  In ‘solitary’ the child plays alone and 

independently with whatever toys are of interest.  When ‘unoccupied’, the child does 

not appear to be engaged with anything specific and his behaviour seems aimless.  As 

‘onlooker’ the child watches the play but does not enter into the play, while in ‘parallel’ 

play the child plays independently and beside rather than with other children.  In 

‘associative’ play the child plays with other children but their play is not organized and 

during ‘cooperative’ play the child plays in a group with activities organized for some 

purpose.  Garvey (1974) described the dyadic play of peers as ‘nonsocial’ when one or 

both peers engage independently in an imaginative activity, and as ‘social’ or ‘ritual’ 

when both children are mutually engaged in, for example, a housekeeping activity.   

Others have suggested that negotiations (Göncü, 1987), intersubjectivity 

(Trevarthen, 1989; Göncü, 1992, 1993) and establishment of shared objects (Werner 

and Kaplan, 1963) or a shared world (Giffin, 1984; Nelson and Seidman, 1984) are 

elementary foundational features in children’s acquisition of play and ‘pretend’ play.  

Trevarthen (1979a) who first used the term ‘primary intersubjectivity’ to describe the 

interactions between mothers and young infants, argues that interpersonal 

communication is characterized by transmission and feedback of emotional information 

and sharing of purposeful control.  Infants can share mental control with other people if 

they have two skills:  a) subjectivity, wherein they exhibit to others the rudiments of 

individual consciousness and intentionality, with ‘affective appraisal’, and b) 

intersubjectivity, by means of which they are able to adapt or fit this subjective control 

to the subjectivity of others by sharing expressions of vitality and emotions, as 

described by Daniel Stern (1985/2000, 2010).   

In a dyadic proto-conversational exchange (Bateson, 1979), infants adapt to 

expressions of the mother and the mother generates expressions adapted to her infant’s 
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changing interest.  Infant expressions, infant responses, maternal expression and 

maternal responses are the four main functions which regulate a dyadic intersubjective 

communication.  There is a transition from person-to-person interaction in ‘primary 

intersubjectivity’, to person-object-person interaction in play, to ‘secondary 

intersubjectivity’ near the end of the first year when infants begin to take up the special 

purpose of the other persons actions.  Infants of 3-8 months old show exploratory 

behaviour with objects and later, when they are around their first birthday, act 

cooperatively with their mothers or other companions in a joint task (Trevarthen, 1979b, 

2001).   

Göncü (1993) argues that intersubjectivity in ‘pretend’ play develops 

simultaneously but in three different planes.  First, social ‘pretend’ play is affective and 

children engage in play to share emotional significant experiences with others.  Second, 

social ‘pretend’ play is meta-communicative and children negotiate to reach an 

agreement that identifies the activity as ‘pretend’ play.  Third, social ‘pretend’ play is 

communicative in which children use non-verbal exchanges, verbal exchanges and 

actions to construct with others ‘pretend’ play.  Howes, Unger and Matheson (1992) 

describe three functions of social ‘pretend’ play with a varying degree of importance 

depending on the child’s developmental stage.  The first function of social ‘pretend’ 

play is mastery of communication of meaning which plays a central role in the toddler 

period.  The expression and exploration of control and compromise is an important 

function in the early preschool period and mastery of intimacy and trust is the major 

function of social ‘pretend’ play in older children.  This collaborative play is driven by 

imitation of actions to make enjoyment of displays in groups of children too young to 

learn language, and Nadel (2014) has shown how this mutual imitation with peers 

‘boosts development’, and how the principles of its motivation and negotiation may be 
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applied to benefit children with autism, drawing them into cooperation and facilitating 

their use of language. 

Empirical studies have been carried out to investigate the mothers’ role in play 

with young children.  Dunn and Wooding (1977) observed the play of 24 children 

between 18 and 24 months when their mothers were doing some housework or were 

relaxing.  They defined two levels of maternal involvement:  ‘joint attention’ to indicate 

that the mother was looking at the child’s play and commenting on it, and ‘joint play’ 

when the mother actively took part in the child’s activity.  They found that ‘pretend’ 

play took place when the children were in joint attention with their mothers or were 

seeking their mothers’ attention, and that the mothers’ initiations were mainly focused 

on ‘pretend’ play activities.  Haight and Miller (1992) carried out longitudinal 

observations of everyday pretending with 12 to 48 months old children in middle-class 

American families and they found that at 12 months any pretending by the child was 

initiated by their mothers.  By 24 months ‘pretend’ play was fully and jointly 

established, where ‘pretend’ episodes in pretend play with the mother were longer than 

solitary episodes, and mothers remained the primary play partners until the children 

were 36 months.  Similarly, Zukow (1986) and Fiese (1990) found that children’s 

performance during interactive play sequences with their caregivers in the second year 

was significantly more advanced than non-interactive sequences.   

At the same period of development, children and mothers are playing at parallel 

levels and change in one partner’s ‘symbolic’ play is associated with changes in the 

other partner’s play (Tamis-LeMonda and Bornstein, 1991).  The fact that reciprocity 

and turn-taking can lead to ‘symbolic’ play confirms the intersubjective basis of this 

complex level of play.  In contrast, simpler forms of play, such as ‘manipulative’ play, 

are more dependent on maternal direction and instruction (Fiese, 1990).   
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At 2 years children could enact mothering behaviours to a doll with the help of 

their mothers, as well on their own.  Six months later, children showed more elaborate 

mothering behaviours independently and their mothers tended to observe their play and 

suggested more elaborate activities (Miller and Garvey, 1984).  O’ Connell and 

Bretherton (1984) found that the play of 20- and 28-month olds was generally more 

diverse in collaborative sessions with the mother than when the children played alone.  

Also, 20-month olds showed an increase in exploratory and combinatorial play, while 

28-month olds showed an increase only in ‘symbolic’ play during play with their 

mothers.  The mothers of the 20-month and 28-month olds gave the same amount of 

suggestions for ‘symbolic’ play, but only the 28-month old children readily accepted 

their mothers’ suggestions (O’Connell and Bretherton, 1984).  Similarly, Slade (1987) 

investigated the effects of maternal involvement on ‘symbolic’ play during the period 

from 20 to 28 months of age.  Maternal involvement was distinguished into three 

categories:  ‘no involvement’ in child’s play, ‘commentary’ when the mother uses 

affirmative or elaborative comments and ‘interaction’ when the mother is actively 

involved in play or suggests ‘pretend’ activities.  She found that ‘interaction’ was 

associated with lengthier and higher-levels of ‘symbolic’ play than the category 

‘commentary’;  ‘commentary’ was also associated with lengthier and higher levels of 

‘symbolic’ play than ‘no involvement’.   

Overall, these results from studies of natural collaboration in play through the 

period when language learning is just beginning support Vygotsky’s (1978) and 

Bateson’s (1955) claim that children gain cultural knowledge through social interaction 

and Rogoff’s (1990) description of learning as occurring by means of ‘guided 

participation’.  They carry important implications for how development of motives for 

communication in children with autism may be supported, in enjoyment of play. 



The intersubjective motives of play: The case of autism 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015 214 
 

The fault in development of play in autism:  

Is it more than lack of symbolic intelligence? 

The play of children with autism has been recognised as limited by fascination 

with the immediate presentation of objects to the senses rather than their possible, 

imagined meanings or representational uses (Eisenberg and Kanner, 1956), leading to 

excessively repetitive activities (Kanner, 1943; Eisenberg and Kanner, 1956; Tilton and 

Ottinger, 1964; DeMyer, Mann, Tilton and Loew, 1967; Black, Freeman and 

Montgomery, 1975; Rutter, 1978; DSM-III-R, 1987, DSM-IV, 1994; DSM-V, 2015).   

Researchers in the area of autism studies have been interested in ‘symbolic’ play 

because this relates to the importance it is presumed to have for the acquisition of 

language (Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1966; Bruner, 1972) and for the development of 

representations of all kinds (Leslie, 1987), and thus for understanding of how cultural 

conventions are learned in communication (Mead, 1934; Bateson, 1972; Trevarthen, 

1979a, 1979b).  This range of estimates of the importance of an acquired ‘symbolic’ 

imagination for cooperative intelligence in human society has given rise to many 

concepts of the ‘symbol’, which may be further defined: 1) as product of an adaptation 

of the mental processes in one individual for their own interest and pleasure, because: a) 

a symbol is “. . . something that stands for, represents, or denotes something else, not by 

exact resemblance, but by vague suggestion or by some accidental or conventional 

relation.” (Ricks and Wing, 1975, p. 192), or b) a symbol is “. . . a representation of a 

representation, or is a ‘second-order’ representation.” (Baron-Cohen, 1987, p. 146), and 

2) as a product of communication and cooperation promoted within interpersonal 

engagements with shared emotional evaluations from the start because: a) symbols are 

“. . . experiences and actions with interest and usefulness given to them by the motives 

for cooperative awareness.” (Trevarthen and Logotheti, 1987, p. 61), or b) “symbols 
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direct and organize, record and communicate.” (Ogden and Richards, 1923/1985; cited 

in Hobson, 1993, p. 131).   

Early studies in autism looked more for clear deficits of the performance of play 

as restricted by repetitive activities, but recent studies are more influenced by theories of 

the cognitive representations of play in typical development. With the cognitive 

interpretation of the motives or function of playful behavior, estimating that 

conventional representations, as in language, is the highest level, it has been presumed 

that the less imaginative ‘sensorimotor’ and ‘combinatorial’ play of children with 

autism is unimpaired (Riguet et al., 1981; Ungerer and Sigman, 1981; Doherty and 

Rosenfeld, 1984; Sigman and Ungerer, 1984; Wetherby and Prutting, 1984; Baron-

Cohen, 1987; Lewis and Boucher, 1988; Stone et al, 1990).  The ‘functional’ play of 

children with autism, using objects as tools, has also been reported to be unimpaired, in 

both observational studies of spontaneous behaviour (Ungerer and Sigman, 1981; 

Doherty and Rosenfeld, 1984; Baron-Cohen, 1987) and tests of elicited responses 

(Lewis and Boucher, 1988).  On the other hand, some studies have reported that the 

amount of ‘functional’ play children with autism show is both less diverse and less 

elaborated than in control groups during spontaneous or free play sessions (Sigman and 

Ungerer, 1984; Lewis and Boucher, 1988; Stone et al, 1990; Williams, Reddy and 

Costall, 2001).   

It is a common belief that the ‘symbolic’ play of children with autism is poor or 

absent (Wing, Gould, Yeates, and Brierly, 1977; Rutter, 1978; Ungerer and Sigman, 

1981; Doherty and Rosenfeld, 1984; Wetherby and Prutting, 1984; Wulff, 1985; Baron-

Cohen, 1987; DSM-III-R, 1987; DSM-IV, 1994). The findings claimed for the 

‘symbolic’ play of children with autism are varied and in some cases are contradictory.  

A deficit in ‘symbolic’ play in free and unguided situations has been claimed (Sigman 
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and Ungerer, 1984; Baron-Cohen, 1987; Lewis and Boucher, 1988), but others find that 

it is unimpaired in such situations (Stone et al, 1990).  Furthermore, while it has been 

reported that children with autism typically lack ‘symbolic’ play in structured, elicited 

or modeled tests (Riguet et al, 1981; Sigman and Ungerer, 1984; Mundy, Sigman, 

Ungerer and Sherman, 1986), other investigators find that relatively able children with 

autism do show symbolic pretense when tested in this way (Lewis and Boucher, 1988).   

 

Different situations for testing play of children with autism 

Researchers have been particularly interested in looking for a deficit in the ‘symbolic’ 

play of children with autism because it has been presumed to be typical of their 

behavior, and indicative of a special, and human, cognitive deficit.  The settings for data 

collection and the explanation of ‘symbolic’ play deficit have been designed according 

to hypotheses originating in theories of the development of human intelligence and 

cognitive processes for learning verbal communication.  A variety of situations that 

differ in their demands for cooperation have been used.   

Wing and Gould (1978) analysed parents’ and teachers’ interviews about the 

children’s play, and also made observations of the children playing at school or at home.  

Three studies have observed the spontaneous play of children with autism (Baron-

Cohen, 1987; Mundy et al, 1987; Stone et al, 1990), and one study included appropriate 

comparison groups (Baron-Cohen, 1987).   

In a study by Riguet et al (1981) a sequence of five experimental conditions was 

used:  a free play session, a structured situation, a session involving modeling, a second 

structured session including different toys, and a final free play period.  Lewis and 

Boucher (1988) observed the solitary spontaneous play of able children with autism 

followed by elicited and instructed play.  In the elicited situation the experimenter said, 
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for example, to the child ‘Show me what you can do with these’, and in the instructed 

session the child was told ‘Make the car go to the garage’.  This method of testing the 

imagination of the child has been criticized by Baron-Cohen, as allowing an alternative 

explanation, “such that sensible guessing will lead to behaviour strongly resembling 

pretence.” (Baron-Cohen, 1990, p. 207).   

Other studies have combined unstructured and structured situations (Ungerer and 

Sigman, 1981; Sigman and Ungerer, 1984; Wetherby and Prutting, 1984; Mundy et al, 

1986).  The purpose of the unstructured session in these studies was to observe the 

spontaneous, inventions in play of children with autism.  However, the experimenter 

first modeled four different symbolic acts, following which the child was permitted to 

play alone, after which a second structured setting was used to observe the children’s 

use of objects in one-to-one interaction with the experimenter.  In cases where the child 

did not use the objects functionally, the experimenter directed the child in the functional 

use by verbal cueing, and if there was still no response modeled acts were presented. 

Most of the above studies observed directly the play of children with autism.  

Other studies tested the deficits in ‘symbolic’ intelligence by employing specified tasks 

to measure the ability for comprehension of ‘pretence’ (Jarrold, Boucher and Smith, 

1994), or they tested the ‘executive function’ (Jarrold, Smith, Boucher and Harris, 1994) 

in children with autism.  But if play is by nature flexible, spontaneous and also 

interactive, it cannot be assessed by measures limited to performance on specific tests of 

predefined capacities of individual subjects in set tasks.   
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Different theories of how children with autism think, imagine, or relate 

Ricks and Wing (1975) were the first to claim that children with autism are impaired in 

the formation and manipulation of symbols, and to propose a ‘symbol deficit’ theory to 

explain their problems in ‘thinking’.  Later, Baron-Cohen (1987) proposed a ‘cognitive 

symbol deficit’ theory derived from his study of the development of pretend play in 

children with autism and inspired by the ‘theory of mind’, which posits a capacity to 

represent states of mind of the self or of others. He argued that ‘pretend’ play, with 

symbols, is developed on the basis of second-order representations, which children with 

autism lack, and he concluded that this is evidence that the children with autism do not 

have the capacity to produce symbols. Children with autism can have first-order 

representations which refer to the real states in the world which may be used in 

immediate response, e.g. ‘a banana is something to eat’, but they lack second-order-

representations which refer to a representation of the first-order representation by 

imaginative cognition, e.g. ‘a banana is a telephone headset’.  

Identification of an impairment in ‘functional’ play raises problems for a symbol 

deficit theory and the meta-representation hypothesis, which claims that children with 

autism have a specific impairment in imagination for signs.  Additionally, Lillard (1993) 

argued that ‘pretend’ play does not require competence for understanding second-order 

mental representations on the basis of the evidence between the relationship of ‘pretend’ 

play to children’s supposed ‘theory of mind’. This is in disagreement with Baron-Cohen 

(1987), who claims that the ‘symbolic’ play deficits of children with autism can be 

explained entirely by a specific developmental delay in generation of second-order 

representations (Baron-Cohen, 1989). This theory fails to recognize early developments, 

which may be affected by autism, of imagination for sharing purposes without interest 
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in second-order representations. Typically developing children pass tests measuring 

meta-representation at the age of 4 years, but instinctive intersubjectivity for sharing 

imaginative purposes for activity by imitation is established from birth (Kugiumutzakis 

and Trevarthen, 2015; Trevarthen, 1979a, 1979b; Stern 1985/2000), and intersubjective 

‘symbolic’ play is normally strong in familiar relationships by 24 months (Haight and 

Miller, 1992; Nadel, 2014).   

Other hypotheses attempting to explain why ‘symbolic’ play is impaired in autism 

give consideration to other functions of the mind, besides perception and reason.  Lewis 

and Boucher (1988) suggested that the impaired spontaneous ‘symbolic’ play of 

children with autism could be explained as some form of conative (motivational) 

abnormality, possibly associated with the lack of pleasure that these children experience 

during ‘pretend’ play.  Similarly, Harris (1989, 1993) claims that the impairment in 

‘symbolic’ play is attributable to motivational deficits as revealed in the indifference to 

social contact and social appraisal observed in children with autism.  It has been also 

argued that the failure in ‘symbolic’ play might arise from the ‘executive function’ 

deficits, of action planning and reasoning, in children with autism (Harris, 1993) but 

empirical data have not supported this view (Jarrold, Boucher and Smith, 1994).  

Hughes, Russell and Robbins (1994) have described executive functions as ‘mental 

operations which enable the individual to disengage from the immediate context in 

order to guide behaviour by reference to mental models or future goals’ (p. 477), which 

could include the generation of novel ideas or behaviours, or generativity (Bishop and  

Norbury, 2005; Jarrold, Boucher  and  Smith, 1993; 1996). Furthermore, Jarrold, 

Boucher and Smith (1993) argued that a ‘performance’ deficit could explain the 

difficulties with ‘symbolic’ play of children with autism as opposed to a ‘competence’ 

deficit (Baron-Cohen, 1987).  The argument for a ‘performance’ deficit is based on a 
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study carried out by Lewis and Boucher (1988) which showed that some children with 

autism can produce ‘symbolic’ play under structured conditions, in contrast with Baron-

Cohen (1987) who argued the ‘competence deficit’ because children with autism are not 

able to initiate ‘symbolic’ play.  There is no clear evidence that could support the 

‘performance’ or the ‘competence’ deficit hypothesis (Jarrold et al, 1994) and the fact 

that children with autism do not show the same type of play as control groups of 

children with developmental delay or of typically developing children is an indication 

that this is a feature of their experience that differentiates autism from other disabilities 

and, therefore, the ‘motivational’ or ‘performance’ deficit hypothesis cannot be 

supported. 

Sigman and Ungerer (1984) initially proposed a ‘cognitive-affective’ model, and 

they offered two hypotheses to explain the deficits in autism.  The first hypothesis 

claims that there are two systems involved in children’s play: the first is reflected in the 

development of sensorimotor skills and involves the capacity to recall information, and 

the second one is reflected in the capacity to translate experiences into language and 

symbols for play. The second hypothesis claims that the cognitive deficits of these 

children also result from an impaired capacity for social development.  As the two 

hypotheses are not independent Sigman and Ungerer (1984) proposed that a ‘socio-

cognitive model’ should be adopted.   

The ‘cognitive-affective’ hypothesis (Mundy et al, 1987) has been clarified only 

by one empirical study so far.  The interpretation of the findings from this study is 

difficult because results are inferred from differing testing procedures and correlation 

analysis has been used.  The Reynell Developmental Language Scales (Reynell and 

Huntley, 1985) was used to assess the understanding and production of language, and 

the Early Social Communication Scales (Seibert and Hogan, 1982) assessed non-verbal 
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communication and play separately.  It was found that the correlation between 

‘symbolic’ play and receptive and expressive language was highly significant, but the 

correlation between ‘symbolic’ play and responding to ‘joint attention’ only approached 

significance.  From these results, Mundy et al (1987) concluded that non-verbal 

communication and play reflect independent psychological factors associated with 

language acquisition in children with autism.   

It is suggested by others that the deficit in symbol use stems from the primary 

deficit of the child with autism to engage in social relations (Fein, Pennington, 

Markowitz, Braverman and Waterhouse, 1986), to form social-affective relations 

(Hobson, 1989a, 1989b, 1990, 1991), or to participate in social interaction (Klin, 1989).  

Rogers and Pennington (1991) propose a ‘socio-affective’ theory as an explanation of 

the deficits in symbolisation, claiming that impairments in imitation, emotion sharing 

and ‘theory of mind’ cause deficits in ‘pretend’ play in autism.  To investigate this view 

further, Hobson, Hobson, Cheung and Caló (2015) recently conducted a study in which 

they found that individuals with autism showed lower level of joint engagement, lower 

levels of ‘symbolic’ play and fewer shifts in symbolic meaning, compared to matched 

individuals with developmental delay. 

Furthermore, regarding the socio-affective hypotheses, there are a few studies 

with peers, but the analysis of the data has not focused on different categories of play, 

such as ‘sensorimotor’, ‘relational’, ‘functional’ and ‘symbolic’, or on the level of 

interpersonal contact. These studies assessed the communicative quality of peer 

interaction and how this interactional process is influenced depending on the familiarity 

of the observational setting, on the developmental level and behaviour of the interactive 

partner, on the acquisition of basic social skills, and on the structure and amount of 

interaction (Howlin, 1986; Lord and Magill, 1989).   
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It is important that children with autism, like children without autism, demonstrate 

impulses for play that requires meta-representation, e.g. in making one thing stand for 

another. It is also important to show awareness of playful pretend rather than 

mechanical pretend play because recent research finding indicate that children with 

autism showed less playful pretence or ‘showing off’, self-conscious awareness of 

pretending, symbolic meanings given to play materials, creativity, and fun (Reddy, 

2008, 2012; Hobson, Lee and Hobson 2009). Furthermore, relationships are crucial in 

human development and it has been found that children with autism can show 

‘symbolic’ play while playing with their mothers, but, in absence of the shared 

enjoyment of play that their mothers support, their play is repetitive without thematic 

coherence and creativity (Papoudi, 1993). Children with autism also find it difficult to 

join peer play (Papoudi, 2008) and they show a lack of motivation for initiating 

communication to engage with an other child (Argyropoulou and Papoudi, 2012) which 

are considered as paramount developmental milestones. 

 

Conclusions 

To conclude, the existing empirical data do not offer clear evidence to support any of 

the hypotheses offered to explain the deficits in play of children with autism.  It is not 

firmly established whether both ‘functional’ and ‘symbolic’ play are selectively 

impaired and the lack of ‘symbolic’ play is attributed to impairment in an imaginative 

representation, rather than to a lack of an understanding with other persons, and of 

sharing knowledge of conventional means, leading to lack of meaning-making in social 

and cultural contexts. Our discussion about the typical developmental pathway of play 

has shown that the missing element is information from investigations of the shared 

social play of children with autism.   
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Existing studies have analyzed solitary ‘pretend’ play, not social ‘pretend’ play. 

The representations of the child are inferred by the experimenter, and there is no 

mention of intention for sharing these representations with an actual partner (Howes and 

Norris, 1993).  There might be a potential partner at a meta-representation level, but a 

complete theory of ‘pretence’ and an autotelic theory of developing minds should 

explain how intersubjective awareness is either constructed or discovered in social 

pretend play, and how pretend play develops and becomes a socially shared activity 

among young children (Fein and Glaubman, 1993).  Therefore, there is a need to depart 

from traditional cognitively based ‘single head’ interpretations of representation, and to 

examine ‘symbolic’ play with social theories as an intersubjective and meta-

intersubjective experience, because a child’s development of mind should integrate 

affective, sensory-motor, communicative and cognitive processes of attention to objects 

and persons (Reddy, 2008, 2012).  This proposal could be confirmed by future research 

directed towards investigations of how children with autism play in interaction with 

different partners, including caregivers, siblings and peers.   

Autism has been defined as a ‘pervasive developmental disorder’ (DSM-III-R, 

1987, DSM-IV, 1994), and it is recently considered as a uniquely varied ‘spectrum’ 

disorder (DSM-V, 2013) and therefore should be examined as the product of a range of 

developmental changes.  Existing studies do not offer enough information about the 

developmental sequence of the play of children with autism to evaluate this approach to 

diagnosis.   Developmental studies with typically developing children have observed 

play in natural settings, but the play of children with autism has been observed mainly 

in experimental and laboratory conditions.   

Another issue concerns the psychological nature of play and mainly that of 

‘symbolic’ play.  Research with children with autism is restricted into play categories 
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such as ‘sensorimotor’, ‘relational’, ‘functional’ and ‘symbolic’ play, overlooking more 

imaginative and shared forms of play, such as play with language, role-taking, games, 

group play etc.   

A last limitation of our existing knowledge concerns the development of play in 

children with autism with different behavioural, linguistic and cognitive characteristics.  

There is evidence that there are differences between low- and high- functioning children 

with autism (Bartak and Rutter, 1976), including differences in their play (Ungerer and 

Sigman, 1981).  Most of research until now has been carried out with verbally and 

cognitively able children with autism, and there is a lack of knowledge regarding the 

behaviors of minimally verbal school-aged children with autism (Tager-Flusberg and 

Kasari, 2013). 

There is also a pressing need to bridge the gap between academic research and 

school practice, and to study the play of children with autism within the schools 

(Kossyvaki and Papoudi, 2016). The development of play for children with autism 

should be facilitated in special settings and be part of an inclusive ethos in mainstream 

schools (Papoudi, 2008) building up a ‘culture of play’ (Papoudi, 2013). Play is 

important for learning and “all types of learning aiming at enriching children’s natural 

abilities must be ‘taken up’ by the child’s imagination and feelings” (Trevarthen and 

Panksepp, 2016, in press). 

The development of play, and mainly that of ‘symbolic’ play, in typically 

developing children, is intersubjective from the start.  This invites consideration of the 

possibility that a primary impairment in children with autism for engaging in social 

relationships with other people inhibits or restrains the development of higher-level 

play. Limitations in creative, playful pretend play among children with autism is related 

to their restricted interpersonal communication and engagement (Hobson et al, 2013). 
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The fact that caregiver-mediated intervention facilitating joint engagement between 

caregivers and toddlers with autism results in gains in functional play (Kasari et al., 

2010) and that teacher-mediated intervention with a child with autism facilitating 

interactive play results in gains in joint engagement (Argyropoulou and Papoudi, 2012) 

reinforce the belief that intersubjective engagement and play are involved in mutual 

interplay. This is strongly supported by studies of imitative communication, and of its 

use as an aid or therapy for development of children with autism (Nadel, 2014).  

Research on the development of ‘symbolic’ play in autism can improve our 

knowledge about typical development, confirming that ‘symbolic’ play has 

intersubjective origins, which clarifies the relationship between affective contact and 

symbolic structures.  “It appears likely that autism results from disorders of imaginative 

and sociable playfulness itself, for which the motives and emotions are apparent from 

birth” (Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013, p. 3), and if future research reveals that the 

level of ‘symbolic’ play in children with autism is dependent on the level of intimate 

communication and on the dynamic forms of vitality, this finding would then bring 

strong evidence that impairment in intimate regulations of social development is a 

primary feature of autism, and would further support the ‘intersubjective deficit’ 

hypothesis. As early play stemming from intersubjective engagement between infants 

and mothers supports the programming of intellectual abilities and sensitivities 

(Trevarthen and Panksepp, 2016, in press), and as intersubjective awareness first 

appearing in infancy remains as foundation of development throughout life (Stern, 

2000), intersubjective play can be used in educational systems and in therapeutic 

settings to produce benefits with children and adults.  
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Τα διυποκειμενικά κίνητρα του παιχνιδιού:  

Η περίπτωση του αυτισμού 

Δέσποινα Παπούδη 

 

Περίληψη 

Τα παιδιά με αυτισμό αντιμετωπίζουν σοβαρές δυσκολίες στο αυθόρμητο παιχνίδι και κυρίως 

στο συμβολικό παιχνίδι, ή στο παιχνίδι αναπαράστασης, και οι δυσκολίες αυτές συνιστούν ένα 

πρωτογενές στοιχείο της διαταραχής στον αυτισμό. Ένα μεγάλο μέρος της έρευνας για τη 

συμπεριφορά των παιδιών με αυτισμό έχει βασιστεί σε μετρήσεις της γνωστικής  ανάπτυξης 

αντιμετωπίζοντας τα παιδιά αυτά ως μοναχικούς στοχαστές  που πρέπει να μάθουν να 

αναγνωρίζουν συμβατικές έννοιες. Υπό το πρίσμα αυτό δίνεται ιδιαίτερη έμφαση στο 

συμβολικό παιχνίδι ενώ οι κοινωνικο-συναισθηματικές και οι διαπροσωπικές συνιστώσες  του 

παιχνιδιού   παραμερίζονται. 

Σε αντίθεση, η έρευνα με τυπικώς αναπτυσσόμενα παιδιά έχει προσφέρει άφθονες 

μαρτυρίες ότι το συγκινησιακό μοίρασμα αποτελεί ένα κύριο στοιχείο του παιχνιδιού που 

προϋπάρχει της γέννησης και προηγείται της ικανότητας για μετα-αναπαράσταση των 

βιωμάτων. Πιο συγκεκριμένα, τα νεαρά βρέφη διαθέτουν μια έμφυτη ικανότητα πρωτογενούς 

διυποκειμενικότητας, δηλαδή μια διεργασία κατά την οποία συντελείται μεταβίβαση των 

κινήτρων, των συγκινήσεων, των προθέσεων και των προσδοκιών μεταξύ των δυο συντρόφων. 

Αυτή η έμφυτη ικανότητα για διυποκειμενικότητα ρυθμίζει τις παιγνιώδεις πρωτοσυνομιλίες με 

φωνητικές εκφράσεις και χειρονομίες και προηγείται του μοιράσματος των πράξεων με 

φαντασία στο παιχνίδι και στις δομημένες δραστηριότητες, το οποίο είναι προαπαιτούμενο για 

τη μετέπειτα ανάπτυξη των γνωστικών ικανοτήτων της γλώσσας και της αφήγησης ιστοριών. 

Λαμβάνοντας υπόψη τα ευρήματα για το μοίρασμα της ευχαρίστησης  στο παιχνίδι σε τυπικά 

αναπτυσσόμενα παιδιά και της συνεισφοράς του μοιράσματος στην ανάδυση  κοινών εννοιών, 

διερευνούμε ανάλογες μελέτες σε παιδιά με αυτισμό για να κατανοήσουμε καλύτερα την 

άτυπη ανάπτυξη στο χρόνο, η οποία πιθανότατα οδηγεί σε δυσκολίες στην διαπροσωπική 

επίγνωση, στις πολύ στενές σχέσεις και στην κατάκτηση της ικανότητας για αναπαράσταση. 

 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: αυτισμός, παιχνίδι, συμβολικό παιχνίδι, Διυποκειμενικότητα.
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The theory of Intersubjectivity may explain aspects of  

Specific Language Impairment 

Panormitsa Papakalodouka and Christina Papailiou8 

Abstract 

This study aims to highlight the role of intersubjective communication in the manifestation of 

Specific Language Impairment (SLI), which has been considered as a modular psychological 

disorder of cognitive functions for language.  Participants in our investigation were 5 children (4 

boys and 1 girl) diagnosed with Expressive SLI (SLI-E) and 5 typically developing (TD) 

children matched for age (range 4 to 6 years, mean age 5 years), gender, visuo-spatial abilities 

and receptive language. Play behaviours were assessed from video recordings of spontaneous 

mother-child interactions in a semi-structured situation taking place at home. Results 

demonstrated that, compared to TD children, children with SLI-E exhibited significantly more 

spontaneous functional play, as well as more solitary play. On the other hand, children in the 

clinical group showed significantly less cooperative play and less pretend play. Moreover, while 

in TD children aspects of pretend play are positively correlated with aspects of language 

production, no such associations were detected in the SLI group. Thus, it is concluded that 

children with SLI may exhibit deficiencies in age-appropriate play behaviors, which in turn 

reveal difficulties in shared intentionality. These findings are accounted for by the Theory of 

Intersubjectivity (ToI), which contrasts with the Theory of Mind (ToM) explanation, and 

suggests that the development of language is based on the direct mutual understanding of 

intentions, purposes and feelings, as explored in play, and then, as a secondary process, on the 

sharing of arbitrary purposes regarding actions on objects, and their representation in speech. 

 

Keywords: Specific Language Impairment, nonverbal communication, play, language 

production. 
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Introduction 

Specific Language Impairment (SLI) is generally defined as a developmental disorder 

of language in the absence of obvious neurological damage, hearing deficits, severe 

environmental deprivation, mental retardation or any other developmental disorder 

(Bishop, 1992; Leonard, 1998; Tomblin, Records, Buckwalter, Zhang, Smith, and 

O’Brien, 1997). Other terms have also been used to label such children, including 

developmental dysphasia, language impairment, language learning disability, 

developmental language disorder, delayed speech and deviant language (Leonard, 

1998).  

SLI is defined negatively or by exclusion, and thus is considered modular in 

nature (van der Lely and Battell, 2003; van der Lely and Ullmann, 2001). However, it is 

nowadays demonstrated that the disorder is clearly not limited to language. Rather, the 

linguistic impairments co-occur with a number of non-linguistic deficits, including non-

verbal communication and play (Bartak, Rutter, and Cox, 1975; Bishop, Chan, Adams, 

Hartley, and Weir, 2000). Farmer (2000) showed that children with SLI had lower 

ratings on social cognition and social competence than age– and language–matched 

typical controls. Moreover, children with SLI seem to have more difficulty in 

processing social–affective information and inferring the appropriate emotion in a 

specific event, while they also use less non–verbal communication than children with no 

language difficulties (Bishop et al., 2000; Ford and Milosky, 2003). Social difficulties 

observed in children with SLI are in many cases continued during adolescence and 

adulthood (Mawhood, Howlin, and Rutter, 2000).  

Two classification systems, published independently, describe a subtype of 

language impairment in which expressive language is intact, but the social aspects of 
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language are impaired (Rapin and Allen, 1983; Bishop and Rosenbloom, 1987). 

Children with this clinical profile tend to be verbose, to have problems in understanding 

and producing connected discourse, and to give conversational responses that are 

socially inappropriate, tangential or stereotyped. The term semantic-pragmatic disorder 

was used to describe such a profile, though more recently Conti-Ramsden and Botting 

(1999) as well as Bishop (2000) have proposed the term pragmatic language 

impairment (PLI). Pragmatics is defined as the use of language, prosody, and gesture for 

the creation of meanings in a social context. In other words, pragmatics occupies the 

interface between linguistic, cognitive and social development (Bates, Camaioni, and 

Volterra, 1975). Although pragmatics may be logically and conceptually separable from 

the structural aspects of language, it seems that all areas of language are interdependent.  

Deficits in communicative abilities characterizing PLI constitute also a core 

symptom of autism. Thus, soon after the category of semantic-pragmatic disorder was 

described, several authors challenged its status, arguing that the children who receive 

this diagnosis exhibit many of the characteristics of autistic disorder (Gagnon, 

Schwartz, Martin, Dell, and Saffran, 1997). Bishop (1998, 2000) suggested that the 

profile of PLI is intermediate between SLI and core autism. Several studies now 

demonstrate that the clinical features of autism and SLI overlap considerably. The 

children with autism, and their family members, can have language impairments typical 

of SLI, while the children with SLI and their family members can have social 

impairments typical of autism (Bartak et al., 1975; Folstein, Santangelo, Gilman, Piven, 

and Landa, 1999).  Kjelgaard and Tager-Flusberg, 2001; Paul and Cohen, 1984). 

A reliable way of assessing the ability for intersubjective communication in 

children with SLI is to study play behaviours, and especially pretend play. Pretend play 

can be considered as one of the earliest forms of shared cooperative actions. In pretend 
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play the individual participants act intentionally with a mutual responsiveness and 

understanding of the other’s intentional actions. Pretend play as well as other types of 

cooperative activity, rely on an innate capacity for intimate and efficient inter-mental 

coupling and expression of sympathy in affections (Trevarthen, 1994). In this vein, 

Rescorla and Goossens (1992) compared toddlers with SLI with an age–matched group 

of TD children and found that the clinical group is more likely to spend more time in 

solitary or functional play (i.e., relate two objects in a conventional manner) and less 

time in advanced pretend play than their peers. Similarly, Roth and Clark (1987) 

reported that children with SLI (mean age 6;7) performed significantly more poorly on a 

symbolic play test than the language–matched control group (mean age 2;9). That is, 

children with SLI did not sequence their pretend play behaviors (e.g., put a doll to bed 

and cover it with a blanket). Moreover, they were less able to structure and perform 

pretend play actions around a theme, as requested by the experimenter, than the TD 

children (e.g., Show me how Mommy drives the car, or Let’s make a birthday party for 

the doll. What do we need?). Also, children with SLI spent significantly more time in 

non–play behaviors than TD children.  

DeKroon, Kyte and Johnson (2002) compared three children with SLI when 

playing with familiar peers either with or without SLI. According to their findings, the 

quality and quantity of social pretend play varied with the different play partners. In SLI 

dyads children were often content to engage in solitary or parallel play. When they 

started to interact with each other, they showed a limited variety of play themes. 

Difficulties in initiating and maintaining role play sequences often resulted in 

abandoning the play ideas and engaging in solitary play. On the other hand, children 

with SLI engaged in more play themes when playing with TD children. However, these 

themes were most often initiated by the TD peers. Additionally, children with SLI relied 
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on the peers to structure, maintain and expand the play themes. Problems in initiating 

and maintaining social pretend play may be accounted for by deficient language skills. 

Nevertheless, language did not seem to be a strong predictor of social pretend play 

(DeKroon et al., 2002), which is consistent with previous studies (Leonard, 1998).  

 

Method 

Participants 

In the present study participated 5 children with SLI (4 boys and 1 girl) and 5 TD 

toddlers (4 boys and 1 girl), aged between 4 and 6 years, who were matched for age, 

receptive language, and perceptual and motor skills. The children with SLI were 

recruited from speech-therapy centers and had been diagnosed clinically by experienced 

speech therapists. However, none of these children had received early intervention 

services for more than 3 months. Also, none of the participants had been hospitalized 

within the previous 6 months. All participants were free of severe sensory or motor 

deficits or behavioural problems as measured by the Child Behaviour Checklist 

(CBCL), and all attended mainstream public preschool.  

All participants came from middle-class Greek-speaking families. Mothers’ age in the 

SLI group ranged from 29–41 years (mean age 34.8 years) and mothers’ age in the TD 

group ranged from 32–40 years (mean age 35.6 years). Four mothers in the SLI group 

have completed high school and 1 has a Technological Education degree. On the other 

hand, 2 mothers in the TD group have completed high school, 1 has a Technological 

Education degree and 2 have a University degree. Written parental permission was 

attained before the children’s participation in the study. 

 

Materials 



Panormitsa Papakalodouka & Christina Papailiou 

 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  245 
 

Language abilities were assessed with the Diagnostic Verbal IQ Test (DVIQ) for Greek 

preschool and school age children (Stavrakaki and Tsimpli, 2000). The DVIQ Test is a 

standardized measure used to assess receptive and expressive language abilities in 

children and adolescents 3 to 15 years old. The VIQ uses black and white pictures and 

consists of the following subtests: (a) Vocabulary Production (VP): assesses the ability 

to name objects or actions presented in pictures, (b) Grammar-Comprehension (GC): 

assesses the ability to understand sentences by choosing which picture from three 

options represents a spoken sentence, (c) Grammar Production (GP): assesses the ability 

to complete a partially formed sentence by supplying a final word that has a proper 

morphological form, according to a previously presented paradigm, and (d) Recall of 

Syntactic Structures (RSS): assesses the ability to repeat complex sentences accurately. 

Visuo-spatial abilities were assessed with the Criterion of Perceptual Functioning 

(CPF) (Stogiannidou, 2008). The CPF assesses perceptual and motor skills as well as 

executive and neurological functioning in children and adolescents 4 to 16 years. 

Results demonstrated that children with SLI exhibited significantly lower scores 

in Grammar Production and in Recall of Syntactic Structures (*), while they did not 

seem to differ significantly from TD children in Vocabulary Production, Grammar 

Comprehension, Visuo-Spatial Coordination and Visual Discrimination (Table 1). 

Therefore, the two groups are considered to be well matched in terms of language 

comprehension, vocabulary production and visuo-spatial abilities. Play performance 

was assessed from video recordings of spontaneous mother-child interactions in a semi-

structured situation taking place at home. 
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Table 1: Performance on CPF and DVIQ. 

 Median   

 SLI TD U p 

Chronological age (months) 65.00 63.00 11.00 0.75 

Visuospatial-coordination 16.00 18.00   9.50 0.52 

Visual discrimination 52.00 34.00 12.50 1.00 

Grammar comprehension 23.00 23.00 12.00 0.92 

Vocabulary production  15.00 14.00 12.00 0.92 

Grammar production* 10.00 14.00   1.00 0.02 

Recall of syntactic structures* 44.00 51.00   0.00 0.01 

 

Procedure 

All children were visited at their home 4 times during the month. Home environment is 

considerate to be more appropriate for eliciting a representative sample of the child’s 

spontaneous behaviors, compared to the laboratory setting. In the first two visits each 

child was administered the CPF and the DVIQ, while the mother completed a 

questionnaire on demographic information and the child’s medical background, and the 

CBCL. In the last two visits children were video-recorded while playing with their 

mother in a semi-structured situation with toys provided by the researcher. The set of 

toys included two different-sized dolls, doll furniture, a tea set, a telephone, a brush and 

a mirror, a school bus with little people in it, blocks, toy animals, a book, and a wind-up 

mechanical toy.  

Mothers were asked to play with their child as they would normally do, 

introducing all the toys provided. Each play session lasted approximately 30 minutes. 

This process yielded a total of 1 hour of video-recording for each child.  
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The coding scheme for play analysis was based on previous schemes (Pellegrini, 

2001; Tizard et al., 1976) and was further expanded from an inductive analysis of the 

video-recordings. 

Types of play: (a) Solitary: child plays alone, independently of mother, (b) Parallel: 

child plays close to mother and may use the same objects without trying to interact with 

her or to relate her activity with mother’s activity, (c) Associative: mother and child 

create something together (e.g. building a town with blocks). There is no play scenario 

or role differentiation, (d) Cooperative: mother and child act according to a negotiated 

play scenario and differentiated roles. 

Developmental stages of play: (a) Functional play: The child uses play materials in 

their conventional ways, (b) Constructive play: The child uses objects, such as toys, to 

build something no one has seen before. It encourages children to use their imagination 

and creativity, (c) Pretend play: The child creates an ‘as if’ situation and acts out a 

character in role play or a story that is logical and sequential.  

Elements of pretend play: (a) self as agent, (b) other as agent, (c) real object, (d) 

substitute object, (e) imaginary object, (f) simple scene, (g) multiple scenes.  

 

Results 

As is frequently the case with atypical groups, the data showed large standard 

deviations. Therefore, group differences were calculated using the nonparametric test 

Mann-Whitney U. Tables 2, 3 and 4 present the median number of times each behavior 

was observed in each group and the level of significance in the Mann-Whitney U. 

According to the findings, children with SLI displayed significantly more solitary play 

than TD children. Moreover, they showed significantly more associative play and less 
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cooperative play (*), compared to TD children. No group differences were found in 

parallel play (Table 2).  

Table 2: Group performance in different types of play. 

Types of play Median   

 SLI TD U P 

Solitary play 10 0 0.00 <0.01 

Parallel play 12 6 6.00 0.22 

Associative* 122 68 2.00 0.03 

Cooperative* 16 76 3.00 0.05 

 

Results on developmental stages of play are presented in Table 3. It is found that 

children with SLI exhibit significantly more functional play than TD children, but 

significantly less pretend play, compared to the control group. No group differences 

were found in constructive play.  

 

Table 3: Group performance in developmental stages of play. 

Stages of play Median   

 SLI TD U p 

Functional  103 42 0.00 0.01 

Constructive 16 34 4.00 0.09 

Pretend  44 96 3.00 0.05 

 

As regards elements of pretend play, it is shown that children with SLI are involved less 

often in pretend play consisting of a single scene, than TD children, while, in contrast to 

TD children, they do not use imaginary objects at all (Table 4).  
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Table 4: Group performance in different elements of pretend play. 

Elements of pretend play Median   

 SLI TD U p 

Self as agent 19 37 4.00 0.09 

Other as agent 20 38 6.50 0.22 

Real object 34 67 4.00 0.09 

Substitute object   1 10 4.00 0.09 

Imaginary object*   0   5 0.00 0.01 

Simple scene* 39 64 3.00 0.05 

Multiple scene 10 17 6.50 0.22 

 

Correlations between measures of different aspects of language production and elements 

of pretend play were also calculated for each group, using the Pearson r correlation 

coefficient. Among TD children production of morpho-syntax showed significant 

positive correlations with the ability to use substitute objects as well as the ability to 

create multiple scenes during pretend play. On the other hand, among children with SLI 

no positive correlations were observed between vocabulary or morpho-syntax 

production and elements of pretend play. However, it was found that in the clinical 

group vocabulary production was significantly negatively correlated with the ability to 

use substitute objects, while morpho-syntax production was significantly negatively 

correlated with the self as agent (Tables 5 and 6). 
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Table 5: Correlation between language production and different elements of 

pretend play in TD children. 

 Vocabulary 

Production  

Production 

morpho-syntax 

Self as agent   0.171 - 0.482 

Other as agent - 0.542   0.729 

Real object - 0.560   0.225 

Substitute object   0.167   0.957* 

Imaginary object  - 0.455 - 0.371 

Simple scene - 0.750   0.127 

Multiple scene   0.203   0.873* 

 

Table 6: Correlation between language production and different elements of 

pretend play in children with SLI. 

 Vocabulary 

Production 

Production 

morpho-syntax 

Self as agent - 0.039 - 0.901* 

Other as agent   0.044   0.407 

Real object   0.344 - 0.267 

Substitute object - 0.927* - 0.419 

Imaginary object  ---- ---- 

Simple scene - 0.348 - 0.518 

Multiple scene   0.711   0.204 
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Discussion 

We have investigated the type and quality of play in toddlers with SLI in comparison to 

TD toddlers matched for chronological age, visuo-spatial skills and receptive language, 

and we found significant differences. In particular, toddlers with SLI are more likely to 

manipulate objects during solitary play than their TD peers. Also, compared to TD 

children, children with SLI demonstrated more associative play but less cooperative 

play. In associative play the communicative partners are involved in the same task, but 

there is neither division of roles nor organization of the activity around a negotiated 

goal; also communicative partners do not subordinate their individual interests to that of 

the group. In cooperative play communicative partners have to be interested in a shared 

goal and organize their activity in order to achieve it, as they define and negotiate their 

roles. The SLI children showed less of this interest. In addition, children with SLI tend 

to spend more time in functional play and less time in sophisticated pretend play than 

their peers. These results are in accordance with the results of previous relevant studies 

(DeKroon et al., 2001; Fujiki et al., 2001; Leonard, 1998; Rescorla and Goossens, 1992; 

Roth and Clark, 1987). 

Some authors suggest that language deficits of children with SLI may be primary, 

and that they limit the children’s ability to express intentions in play (Casby, 1997). 

Most studies that investigated the relationship between play and language were 

conducted with young toddlers. Cross–sectional studies across the second year are more 

consistent with the alternative interpretation, that communication of intentions in play 

could be crucially important for the development of language (Lyytinen et al., 1999; 

McCune, 1995; Ungerer and Sigman, 1984). On the other hand, it seems more difficult 

to detect an association between pretend play and language in preschoolers (Astington 

and Jenkins, 1995; Youngblade and Dunn, 1995). Nevertheless, as children begin to 
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engage in role play with their peers language certainly becomes increasingly important 

(Andresen, 2005).  

Studies in typical and atypical samples support the idea that repeated practice 

using symbols in pretend play may contribute to language development (Ervin-Trip, 

1991; Miller and Almon, 2009). Intervention studies also show that training children in 

pretend play or exposing them to other meaningful actions may improve their language 

abilities (Christakis et al., 2007; Smilansky, 1968). Although in TD children aspects of 

pretend play and language develop in concert and may share a common ground, a 

different pattern of associations emerges in children with SLI. In this group language 

skills do not necessarily predict play performance; i.e., language scores can be relatively 

high and yet children with SLI may experience unsuccessful play interactions (DeKroon 

et al., 2002; Leonard, 1998). Moreover, the present study and the study carried out by 

Stitch (2010) found no associations between aspects of pretend play and certain 

language abilities in preschoolers with SLI.  

In agreement with previous relevant studies, we have demonstrated that 

preschoolers with SLI, apart from their problems in language development, exhibit 

deficiencies in the ability for cooperative interaction without words (Bartak et al., 1975; 

Bishop, 1998, 2000; Folstein et al., 1999; Kjelgaard and Tager-Flusberg, 2001; Paul and 

Cohen, 1984). Some authors have attempted to account for this finding by applying the 

model of Theory of Mind (ToM) (Tager-Flusberg and  Sullivan, 2000). According to 

this model, social intelligence comprises two components by which mental states are 

represented: a primary ‘social-perceptual’ component and a higher order ‘social-

cognitive’ component. The social-perceptual component refers to the immediate 

intuitive representation of a person’s changing mental state, based on information 

directly available in faces, voices, body posture and movement. This representation is 
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the result of the interaction between innately specified mechanisms for attending to 

human social stimuli and social information that is obtained through continued 

interactions with people.  

By the end of the first year the social-perceptual component makes infants capable 

of interpreting more complex intentions and emotional states of other people and 

judging what another person is attending to or is planning to do. The social-cognitive 

component of the ToM builds on the earlier emerging social-perceptual component. 

This component is involved in making mental state inferences that depend on 

integrating information not only from perceptual cues but also from more complex 

sequences of events over time. The social-cognitive component is interpreted as being 

more closely linked to other cognitive or ‘information-processing’ systems, defined as 

‘working memory’ and language intelligence. This leads to attribution of the 

deficiencies in pretend play and language development observed in SLI to impairments 

in the social-cognitive component of the ToM, since pretend play and language rely on 

the ‘understanding’ of others’ intentions when they are acting on objects. Such an 

interpretation has also been proposed to explain the behavior of children with autism 

(Baron–Cohen, 1995; Firth, 1988).   

However, the ToM model suggests that the development of the social-cognitive 

component requires and comes after the development of language, especially mastery of 

the use of communication verbs, and verbs referring to mental states, which begin to 

appear after the age of 3 years (Tager–Flusberg, 2005; Tager–Flusberg and Sullivan, 

2000). Moreover, it is proposed that the relationship between ToM and pretend play is 

not unidirectional, but reciprocal. That is, in young preschoolers the imaginative 

cognition of pretend play promotes ToM development, whereas in older children ToM 

development promotes pretend play (Astington and Jenkins, 1995; Youngblade and 
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Dunn, 1995). In this theoretical framework, studies of the behavior of children with SLI 

focus on the effect of certain language abilities on the development of ToM (Farrant, 

Fletcher and Maybery, 2006; Farrar et al., 2009; Miller, 2001, 2004). No association 

between ToM and pretend play has been found in this group, in contrast to TD children 

(Stich, 2010). A widely accepted view is that language, ToM, and pretend play are all 

based on common cognitive abilities, such as information processing skills or 

representational abilities (Astington et al., 1988). Accordingly it is hypothesized that 

children with SLI experience a general representational deficit, which could explain the 

observed problems in both pretend play and language (Leonard, 1998). 

It is now well documented that several forms of cognitive processes or intelligent 

behavior are based on a unique human ability for a creative shared intentionality. Shared 

intentionality is the ability to participate with others in collaborative activities and to 

form joint goals by negotiation, which can be achieved through joint attention, common 

assignment of roles in each individual, self-reflective inferences about others’ and one’s 

own intentional states as well as coordination of individual perspectives. This 

fundamental process of social coordination makes possible the creation of symbols and 

language (Tomasello, 2014; Tomasello and Carpenter, 2007). Thus, one may conclude 

that deficiencies in language and pretend play observed in children with SLI may be 

accounted for by a deficit in the ability for shared intentionality. Although Tomasello’s 

idea of shared intentionality proposes grounds for the interpretation of the origins of 

language and other symbolic activities as well as the possible causes of any problems 

manifested in this domain, the nature and development of this ability are not adequately 

explained. Moreover, Tomasello’s ‘cognitivist theory’ neglects abundant evidence of 

intention sharing, and of sensitive engagement with other’s emotions, in infants under 9 

months of age (Reddy, 2008).  
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Deficits exhibited by children with SLI in pretend play and language may be 

explained by the alternative Theory of Intersubjectivity (Trevarthen, 1982; 1994). In 

contrast to the ToM model, the Theory of Intersubjectivity (ToI) provides empirical 

support for the view that shared purposes regarding actions, as these are expressed, both 

in direct person-to-person engagements, and in conventional use of tools and 

imaginative use of toys in pretend play, constitute foundations for the development of 

language (Trevarthen, 1994; Reddy, 2008). Moreover, the ToI insists that the ability to 

share intentions and feelings about objects is part of a primary ability to perceive the 

motives that generate social stimuli in interpersonal communication. These abilities 

grow as a continuum, the development of the former depends on the development of the 

latter, and both are based on intrinsic motives for communication that are transformed 

as the infant grows older towards increasingly intricate, precise and selective attunement 

with the intentions, attentions and feelings of a responsive partner (Trevarthen and 

Aitken, 2001). The infant’s ability to understand the other’s emotionality changes from 

a simple interest in expression at birth, to a sensitivity to the reciprocity of emotions at 2 

months, to a more complex management of affects at 6 months, and then, at 9 months, 

to a more pronounced interest in exploring specific emotional reactions and relating 

them to external targets (Trevarthen and Reddy, 2007). Similarly, an understanding of 

the other’s communicative intentions is changing from a recognition of 

communicativeness and its absence or appropriateness at 2 months, to a recognition of 

invitations to join in provocative and imaginative games at 6 months, to a recognition of 

directives, commands and prohibitions at 9 months (Trevarthen, 1994; Reddy, 2008). At 

this age an infant exhibits a new initiative to tune in with the intentions and interests of 

a partner in joint exploration and use of objects with ‘secondary intersubjectivity’ in 

‘person-person-object awareness’ (Hubley and Trevarthen, 1979; Trevarthen and 
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Hubley, 1978). This ability forms the basis for a creative imagination of roles, actions, 

and tools that become increasingly arbitrary or symbolic. 

 

Conclusion 

It is now well documented that apart from their problems in language development, 

children with SLI exhibit difficulties in domains related to cooperative communication 

such as pretend play. Following the Theory of Intersubjectivity these difficulties may be 

explained as a more general deficit in intrinsic motives and emotional intelligence 

(Panksepp, 2007) for cooperative communication. However, in order to support this 

hypothesis more studies are needed, which will need to focus on the associations 

between aspects of the purposeful and affective impulses for cooperative 

communication and language in larger samples, as well as in further detailed studies of 

single selected cases in rich, natural circumstances, without restrictive theoretical 

presuppositions, and through critical age-related changes.   
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Η θεωρία της Διυποκειμενικότητας πιθανόν να εξηγεί χαρακτηριστικά 

της Ειδικής Γλωσσικής Διαταραχής 

Πανορμίτσα Παπακαλοδούκα και Χριστίνα Παπαηλιού 

 

Περίληψη 

Η παρούσα μελέτη στοχεύει στη διερεύνηση του ρόλου της διυποκειμενικής επικοινωνίας στην 

εκδήλωση της Ειδικής Γλωσσικής Διαταραχής (ΕΓΔ), η οποία παραδοσιακά θεωρείται ως μία 

διαταραχή των γνωστικών λειτουργιών που σχετίζονται αποκλειστικά και μόνον με τη γλώσσα. 

Στη μελέτη συμμετείχαν 5 παιδιά (4 αγόρια και 1 κορίτσι) με διάγνωση ΕΓΔ Έκφρασης (ΕΓΔ-

Ε) και 5 Τυπικά Αναπτυσσόμενα (ΤΑ) παιδιά αντίστοιχης ηλικίας, φύλου, οπτικο-χωρικών 

ικανοτήτων και ικανοτήτων κατανόησης της γλώσσας. Οι συμπεριφορές παιχνιδιού 

αξιολογήθηκαν σε μαγνητοσκοπήσεις αυθόρμητων αλληλεπιδράσεων μητέρας – παιδιού σε 

ημι-δομημένη συνθήκη, η οποία έλαβε χώρα στο σπίτι. Σύμφωνα με τα αποτελέσματα, σε 

σύγκριση με τα ΤΑ παιδιά, τα παιδιά με ΕΓΔ-Ε εκδήλωσαν στατιστικά σημαντικά συχνότερα 

λειτουργικό παιχνίδι καθώς και μοναχικό παιχνίδι. Από την άλλη πλευρά, τα παιδιά της 

κλινικής ομάδας εκδήλωσαν στατιστικά σημαντικά λιγότερο συνεργατικό παιχνίδι και παιχνίδι 

προσποίησης. Επιπλέον, ενώ στα ΤΑ παιδιά ορισμένες διαστάσεις του παιχνιδιού προσποίησης 

παρουσιάζουν στατιστικά σημαντική θετική συσχέτιση με διαστάσεις της παραγωγής της 

γλώσσας, τέτοιου είδους συσχετίσεις δεν διαπιστώθηκαν στα παιδιά με ΕΓΔ-Ε. Συνεπώς, 

φαίνεται ότι τα παιδιά με ΕΓΔ εκδηλώνουν ελλείμματα σε συμπεριφορές παιχνιδιού που 

αντιστοιχούν στην ηλικία τους, τα οποία υποδηλώνουν δυσκολίες στο διυποκειμενικό μοίρασμα 

προθέσεων και συναισθημάτων. Τα ευρήματα αυτά ερμηνεύονται από τη Θεωρία της 

Διυποκειμενικότητας, σύμφωνα με την οποία η ανάπτυξη της γλώσσας βασίζεται στην άμεση 

αμοιβαία κατανόηση, προθέσεων, στόχων και συναισθημάτων, τα οποία αποκαλύπτονται στο 

παιχνίδι, και ακολούθως στο μοίρασμα αυθαίρετων στόχων οι οποίοι σχετίζονται με ενέργειες 

σε αντικείμενα.  Πρόκειται για θέση που έρχεται σε αντίθεση με τη Θεωρία του Νου. 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: Ειδική Γλωσσική Διαταραχή, μη λεκτική επικοινωνία, παιχνίδι, παραγωγή 

λόγου. 
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Intersubjectivity research and theory:  

Contributions to the domains of Developmental Psychopathology and 

early intervention 

Kornilia Hatzinikolaou9 

 

Abstract 

The theory of Innate Intersubjectivity (Trevarthen, 1974, 1979; Trevarthen and Hubley, 1978), 

built upon results of observational studies on infant communicative abilities manifested during 

face-to-face interactions with sensitive others, recognized the human infant as a person 

motivated to communicate with other people and well-armed to do so from birth. Based on the 

theory of Innate Intersubjectivity, more recent researchers studied infant intentionality, mimesis, 

empathy, self-awareness, revitalizing in that way the field of infant psychology and renewing 

the interest in the development of the first years of life. All this new knowledge on infant socio-

emotional and cognitive development boosted the advancement of other fields of research such 

as Developmental Psychopathology and Prevention and Early Intervention for infant mental 

health and developmental disorders. It was paramount to have robust evidence that human 

infants are active partners in dyadic relationships from birth, since this knowledge informed not 

only the role attributed to infants and toddlers in research methodologies, but also re-directed 

the focus of prevention and early intervention programs towards a more ecological approach in 

which infants and toddlers are seen as active agents in their environment. Video Interaction 

Guidance, which promotes sensitive communication and empathy, is an example of such 

programs. Further advances in the field of infant Psychology and Psychopathology may be 

expected by bridging behavioral sciences and neurosciences’ research methodologies – this may 

be the only way to shed more light to human social brain. 

 

Keywords: VIG, early intervention, Developmental Psychology, theory of Innate 

Intersubjectivity. 

                                                           
9 Lecturer of Developmental Psychopathology, School of Early Childhood Education, Aristotle 
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Introduction 

Infancy research has been strongly influenced by the ethological tradition of meticulous 

observation of behavior through frame-to-frame analysis of video. Especially, the field 

of early human socio-emotional development has been benefited significantly by the 

empirical microanalysis of infant behavior in the context of early relationships with 

sensitive and Significant Others. 

It seems that the turning point for applying such methodologies to research on 

early human communication and, particularly, mother-infant face-to-face 

communication, was around 1970. The establishment of this new field of research 

started with the pioneering work of Mary Catherine Bateson, Margaret Bullowa, Berry 

Brazelton, Hanuš and Mechtilde Papoušek, Daniel Stern -- and Colwyn Trevarthen, who 

began his research with Martin Richards and Berry Brazelton in Jerome Bruner’s 

laboratory in the Center for Cognitive Studies at Harvard University in 1967. 

Trevarthen presented the theory of Innate Intersubjectivity nearly 40 years ago 

(Trevarthen, 1974, 1979; Trevarthen and Hubley, 1978) and Developmental Psychology 

is already very different to what it was in the early 1970s. The systematic and 

meticulous observations of early communicative abilities of infants manifested during 

face-to-face interactions with sensitive others were transforming the picture of the infant 

of classical psychological theorists such as Freud and Piaget.  

Trevarthen, among other pioneers and more recent researchers, with lots of 

curiosity, enthusiasm for, and devotion to the observed phenomena built a new a more 

recognizable, familiar picture of the human infant: a person motivated to communicate 

with other people and well-adapted to do so from birth. His theoretical and empirical 

approach to early human development continues to develop and, in 1997, in 
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collaboration with Aitken (Aitken and Trevarthen, 1997; Trevarthen and Aitken, 2001), 

Innate Intersubjectivity has been discussed in relation to the hypothesis of an Innate 

Motive Formation (IMF) “that emerges in brain development as regulator of 

morphogenesis in neural systems, and that continues to function, postnatally, as 

generator of motives and emotions by which human contacts and relationships are 

regulated”. The description of the IMF and its discussion in relation to intersubjectivity 

renewed Trevarthen’s long-lasting relationship with neurosciences and the study of the 

neural substrates of infant communicative abilities as we know them today. 

The theory of Innate Intersubjectivity attracted the attention of many researchers 

during 70s, 80s and 90s. Thus, today, there is robust evidence that infants demonstrate 

well-organized patterns of communicative behavior from the very beginning (e.g. 

Kugiumutzakis, 1985, 1998; Kokkinaki, 1998; Kokkinaki and Kugiumutzakis, 2000; 

Semitekolou, 2005; Mazokopaki and Kugiumutzakis, 2008), which are intentional in 

nature (Reddy, 1991), expressive of the infant’s own emotions and attentions and 

influenced by the emotions, intentions and attentions of their communicative partners. 

Moreover, infants seem to be capable of a non-reflective form of sympathy10 even as 

early as their second month of life (Hatzinikolaou, 2002; Hatzinikolaou and Murray, 

2010). 

 

                                                           
10 The word “empathy” derives from the Greek empatheia, which, in modern Greek has 
moved away from the ancient Greek meaning of something like sympathy, to come to 
mean an egocentric, one-sided, “projection” of a judgment of feeling toward an object. 
The word was imported to English, with a new meaning, by Titchner, as a translation of 
the German word “Einfühlung”, the psychological putting of feeling or imagined quality 
or form into an object, perhaps a landscape or a painting. “Empathy”, mis-translated in 
this way, has since assumed many complex meanings in social psychology and 
philosophy of mind (Text written by Vasudevi Reddy after conversation on both terms 
with the author in October 2015). 
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Theory and research on Intersubjectivity promote the bridging between 

Developmental Psychology and Developmental Psychopathology 

All this new knowledge of the infants’ early communicative abilities was gradually 

appealing to more and more researchers, and infancy became once again an exciting 

field of research to work upon. Lynne Murray was one of the first researchers who, 

based on the theory of Innate Intersubjectivity, investigated systematically the early 

communicative patterns of infant behavior in a risk group that of infants of postnatally 

depressed mothers (Murray, 1992; Murray et al., 1993; Murray et al., 1996; Murray and 

Cooper, 1997; Murray et al., 2011). For example, Murray and her colleagues (Murray, 

et. al., 1993; Murray, et. al., 1996) showed that expressions of positive emotional 

experience on the part of the infant are followed by maternal affirmation of the positive 

infant experience in both depressed and well dyads. However, only the depressed 

mothers negate infant expressions of negative experience. Maternal negation, that is 

discordant and unsympathetic responses to infant expressions of negative experience, 

disrupts infant experience, leading in that way to infant avoidance and withdrawal. 

Furthermore, infant expressions of negative experience are themselves preceded by 

maternal negations. Thus, it was concluded, first, that depressed mothers appeared to be 

more sensitive to infant expressions of negative affect than well mothers, while the 

experience of depressed dyads is principally characterized by “cycles of mutually 

responsive negativity” (Murray, 1998), which result in disruptions of infant experience.  

Similarly, and more or less at the same time, Tiffany Field and her colleagues 

started examining the same vulnerable group in the U.S. (Field, 1984, 1995; Field et al., 

1988). Most importantly, Field and her colleagues (1988) demonstrated that the adverse 

effects of maternal postnatal depression on infant’s early socio-emotional development 

are not specific to the depressed mother-infant interactions; on the contrary, infants of 
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depressed mothers sustain a depressed-like behavior (e.g. less positive affect, lower 

activity level) while interacting with a non-depressed female stranger, the latter coming 

to exhibit depressive interactive characteristics only during her interaction with infants 

of depressed, and not of well, mothers. Such a finding indicates how pervasive the 

effect of sharing intersubjective spaces with a postnatally depressed mother may be. The 

infant presents such depressed-like behavior, so similar to her mother, possibly because 

this is what she has being sharing with her mother since her birth.Furthermore, as the 

mother is usually the most Significant Other, the infant may be especially motivated to 

attune emotions, intentions and behaviors to her depressed mother’s emotions, 

intentions and behaviors.  

In addition, there is evidence that the sharing of intersubjective spaces with a 

postnatally depressed mother affects functions of the developing brain. For example, 

Field and her research group found that the brain activation of 3-month-old infants of 

depressed mothers exhibits reduced left frontal activation (e.g. Aaron–Jones et al., 

1997), a pattern found in adults suffering from depression (Henrigues and Davidson, 

1990) which is associated with experiencing negative affect (Jones, Field and Davalos, 

2000). Moreover, this brain activation pattern in infants of depressed mothers has shown 

considerable consistency through the first (Field et al., 1995) and second year of life 

(Dawson et al., 1997; Dawson et al., 1999). 

 

The nature of affective engagements with infants and their effects in development 

Attempts have been made towards a better understanding of the factors and the 

mechanisms that may explain the passage from typical to atypical development due to 

disruptions in early intersubjective experience. For example, Hatzinikolaou (2002) 

found that the sympathetic involvement of infants of postnatally depressed mothers 
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differed from that of infants of well mothers. Girl-infants of postnatally depressed 

mothers seemed to get more sympathetically involved with their mother during face-to-

face interactions, than boys of postnatally depressed mothers and infants of well 

mothers. Moreover, boy-infants of postnatally depressed mothers appeared to get less 

sympathetically involved with their mother than all other infants. These findings relate 

to those from older children of depressed mothers. For example, similar findings were 

found for 5 to 6-year-old children (Zahn-Waxler et al., 1990). Increased levels of guilt 

and sympathetic involvement with others’ negative affect may predispose those children 

to a state vulnerability for mood disorders, such as depression and anxiety. 

Another example of how research on infant communicative abilities has advanced 

knowledge on early onset developmental disorders is the contribution of joint attention 

research to the understanding of autism. Joint attention to an external object is an ability 

demonstrated well before the end of the first year and indicates infant’s awareness of, 

and interest in, others’ attentions (e.g. Reddy, 2005). In autism, joint attention presents 

an atypical development (e.g. Dawson et al., 2004). Measures of joint attention 

developed for the purposes of understanding early communicative abilities, early 

attention awareness and the development of self-awareness in typical development, 

have also been used to assess self- and other-awareness in autism (Mundy, Gwaltney 

and Henderson, 2010).   

The theory of Innate Intersubjectivity provided the theoretical context for the 

aforementioned and many more studies which investigated early typical and atypical 

development of communication, by considering that both actors, the infant and the 

caregiver, played active roles. Such studies introduced “a communicative infant”, who 

would be capable to “speak” for herself and, thus, allow further explorations in 

Developmental Psychopathology and its clinical applications. Infants were, now, 



Intersubjective research and theory 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015 270 
 

recognized as persons with their own preferences, intentions, and emotions and with the 

ability to perceive the emotions and the intentions of their communication partners and 

respond to them in appropriate ways. In other words, the “communicative infant” came 

to promote a more solid bridge between Developmental Psychology and Developmental 

Psychopathology. 

 

 

Applications for identification and treatment of Affective Disorders 

Developmental Psychopathology emerged in the mid-1970s (Sameroff, 1975; Sameroff 

and Chandler, 1975) and was established as a distinct research field during 1980s. It is 

the “study of the origins and course of individual patterns of behavioral maladaptation” 

(Sroufe and Rutter, 1984, p.14). This new domain had to manage a series of challenging 

issues, such as: defining the expression of psychopathology in children; the 

appropriateness of the existing mental health criteria for infants, toddlers and children; 

the creation of new intervention programs and the assessment of the effectiveness of 

established interventions with such early ages; the investigation of systems responsible 

for atypical development, among others. These fundamental questions could be better 

tested, both in theory and research, by making use of the knowledge on infant and 

toddler behavior that Developmental Psychology had gathered since 1970s. Also, based 

on new theories, including the theory of Innate Intersubjectivity, and on research data 

showing that infants and toddlers are active agents able to influence their own and 

others’ experience in the world, Developmental Psychopathology could more easily 

make reference to and study caregiver-infant psychotherapy models, early intervention 

and prevention models, and the manifestation of mental health disorders in infancy and 

early childhood.  
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Many of these themes were taboo for traditional Psychology. Infants were 

conventionally seen as deprived of elevated cognitive skills and for this reason could 

not be included in therapeutic interventions which required them. If infants are not 

capable of perceiving and experiencing others’ emotions, as it was traditionally thought, 

how they could be included in bidirectional models attempting to explain child 

psychopathology? Thus the recognition of the infant and young child as a person with 

her own rights, hopes and intentions provided Developmental Psychopathology with a 

more extended and fruitful field for study. Moreover, the theoretical advances in the 

field of Developmental Psychopathology, such as the transactional model for 

understanding the process (Sameroff and Chandler, 1975), were in agreement with 

theories of Developmental Psychology that supported the bidirectional model for 

explaining the construction of experience and the promotion of human development, 

such as the theory of Innate Intersubjectivity. It may also be worthy to mention that 

infancy research allowed the meeting of both fields, Developmental Psychology and 

Developmental Psychopathology, with the battle for human rights in society, and, 

particularly, with the movement of children’s rights, which had long supported the 

belief that the human infant is a person with intentions and volition, and therefore with 

basic human rights which should be recognized and protected. 

 

Research on Infant Intersubjectivity resulted in more evidence-based early 

intervention programs for infants and toddlers 

The developments in the domain of Developmental Psychopathology attracted the 

attention of clinical psychologists, who worked on new interventions and carried out 

research including young children in clinical trials. In consequence, more taxonomic 

categories referring to young children were included in the Diagnostic and Statistical 
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Manual of Mental Disorders (APA, 2013) and in the ICD-10 Classification of Mental 

and Behavioral Disorders (WHO, 1992). In 1994, the Diagnostic Classification of 

Mental Health and Developmental Disorders of Infancy and Early Childhood-Revised 

(DC: 0-3R) was published by the American organization Zero to Three (Zero to Three, 

1994). This is a developmentally based diagnostic manual that provides clinical criteria 

for mental health and developmental disorders that may be initially manifested in 

infancy and toddlerhood.  

This multiplying evidence on infant and toddler mental health provided to the 

clinicians the tools to identify more infants and toddlers with developmental difficulties, 

and health and social services attempted to respond to the increasing demand in infant 

and toddler mental health services. However, it was quickly understood that prevention 

and early intervention cost less, than treating the actual mental health problem after it 

has established itself (Allen, 2011; American Academy of Child and Adolescent 

Psychiatry, 2011). The establishment and the development of the domain of Early 

Intervention in infant mental health were largely based on infancy research carried out 

from 1970s onwards, as well as on research carried out in the context of Developmental 

Psychopathology itself. Without the developments in both fields that pointed towards 

the bidirectional construction of human experience since birth planning and delivering 

appropriate and effective services could not take place. If infants were still considered 

as creatures driven by instincts, unable to communicate with the external world, ‘lost in 

their fantasies’, as traditional Psychology theories had presumed, how could we involve 

them in early intervention programs, which treat infants as active agents in re-

structuring their experience with others and with their environment in order to achieve a 

more functional and happy everyday life? Or, how could appropriate services be offered 

to those populations that mostly need it, if no research on risk and protective factors, on 
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the peculiarities of families with mental health problems, on resilience, and on the 

duration of the effects of specific interventions, among others, had included infants and 

toddlers in research samples? 

 

The theory of Innate Intersubjectivity translated into prevention and intervention 

programs: The case of Video Interaction Guidance 

Although Early Intervention still strives to establish itself as a Public Health Issue, 

many prevention and early intervention programs have already been proven effective in 

limiting potential risk factors for psychopathology, and in enhancing the supportive 

function of protective factors decreasing the probability of the manifestation of infant 

and toddler mental health disorders. Some examples of such programs are the Triple P-

Positive Parenting Program (e.g. Thomas and Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007), The Incredible 

Years Parenting Programs (e.g. Webster-Stratton, Reid and Stoolmiller, 2008; Menting, 

de Castro and Matthys, 2013), Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (e.g. Thomas and 

Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011), and Video Interaction Guidance (VIG) (Kennedy, Landor 

and Todd, 2011).   

VIG is a method which promotes sensitive and attuned interactions and is 

intrinsically linked to Trevarthen’s theory of Innate Intersubjectivity and Mediated 

Learning. The model was developed by Harrie Biemans and his colleagues in The 

Netherlands during 1980s (Biemans, 1990). As an empowerment method, VIG 

promotes sensitive and attuned interactions by supporting clients to identify and 

recognize their communicative strengths. The working definition of the concept of 

“communicative strengths”, so central to VIG’s theory and practice, was based on 

infancy research and, particularly, on those principles which have been found to 

promote successful intersubjective communication between mothers and their very 
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young infants. The identification and recognition of such communicative strengths 

empowers and motivates clients not only to further develop these strengths, but also to 

make good use of them in order to support less successful communicative moments and 

to re-establish intersubjectivity when the latter has been interrupted by communicative 

failures.  

The principles that Trevarthen’s Theory of Innate Intersubjectivity and Mediated 

Learning have pointed out as paramount for the promotion of sensitive communications, 

are central to Video Interaction Guidance’s theory and practice. In the VIG context 

these are known as the “Principles of Attuned Interactions and Guidance” and they can 

be summarized as follows: 1) Being attentive, 2) Encouraging initiatives, 3) Receiving 

initiatives, 4) Developing attuned interactions, 5) Guiding, and 6) Deepening discussion. 

‘Being attentive’ refers to the skill of deliberately paying attention to what the other is 

doing, thinking and feeling and the skill to communicate this interest to the other 

through friendly postures, with provision of space and time to the other to express 

herself. A milestone of a sensitive and meaningful communication is the ‘encouraging 

of other’s initiatives’, which may be promoted through active listening and warm tone 

of voice, and identifying and naming the initiatives of the other. Similarly important is 

the ‘receiving of the other’s initiatives’, which is communicated through confirming 

body movements and short verbal affirmations, returning eye-contact and nodding, or 

sometimes by repeating what the other has just said. These three principles provide the 

basis for the fourth principle, the ‘development of attuned interactions’. An attuned 

interaction is characterized by receiving and responding appropriately to the other’s 

communicative messages, by waiting for your turn, by giving and taking short turns, by 

collaborating, and of course having fun together. When an attuned interaction has been 

built, ‘guiding’ may be the next step. By guiding, what is meant is the scaffolding and, 
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thus, the extending of the other’s experience and understanding, the provision of 

adequate help and the offer of tangible choices. Finally, an attuned interaction creates 

the appropriate intersubjective space for the ‘deepening of the conversation’, the 

exploration of new meanings, the collaborative problem-solving, the naming of 

disagreements and the managing of conflicts. 

Colwyn Trevarthen has been personally involved in the development of Video 

Interaction Guidance, since the time that VIG was brought from the Netherlands to 

Scotland in the beginning of 90s. Trevarthen has admitted that “the interesting thing 

about Video Interaction Guidance is the shared discovery of creative or constructive 

communication in relationships that are in trouble” (Sound Cloud: User3720942, 

2013), and that in the context of VIG, both trainers and clients “only really join 

attention to things that have made a contribution towards better relationships. I think 

that’s an excellent principle; a principle that video interaction guidance can teach to 

any kind of therapy.” (Sound Cloud: User3720942, 2013). 

In order to achieve its aims, VIG makes use of video-recorded interactions. More 

specifically, a trained VIG guider video-records the client’s interaction with her/his 

communicative partner. After reviewing and micro-analyzing the video-recorded 

interaction, the guider selects exemplary moments of positive communicative exchanges 

between the two partners. Those selected moments of interaction make up a number of 

video clips, which are then presented to the client during the so-called shared review.  

The primary aim of the shared-review that takes place between the VIG guider and the 

client is to provide a safe environment for the selected video-recorded positive moments 

of communicative exchanges to be watched and discussed. As shared reviews are also 

based on the Principles of Attuned Interactions and Guidance, a secondary but 

nevertheless important aim is to provide a model for the client of how those principles 
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may be applied to communication with others. The guider has been specifically trained 

to incorporate the principles into her/his way of communicating with others. Of course, 

working on the Principles of Attuned Interactions and Guidance is a life’s work; for this 

reason, all accredited VIG guiders and supervisors are encouraged to take a life-long-

learning stance in relation to VIG. 

The impact of the video on the client is noticeable. Although, initially, some 

clients may express shyness or surprise, they quickly recognize the reasons why the 

guider selected those particular clips to share; through sensitive and attuned 

conversations, the client reaches an understanding of the structural and dynamic 

characteristics of the communicative exchanges with another person (e.g. infant, child, 

partner, colleague or therapist). Moreover, in the context of the shared review, the client 

has the opportunity to micro-analyze the interaction together with VIG guider, which 

allows the client to fully realize the power of the “now moments” (Stern, 2004) that may 

be lost and forgotten during the natural flow of an interactive exchange. The client is 

also in the position to understand the influence of her/his subtle communicative patterns 

on the other, as well as to realize that interactive coordination and emotional attunement 

are achieved through sensitive listening and appropriate responding to the other’s needs, 

wishes and intentions. 

The average number of video-recordings and the subsequent shared reviews is 

around 4 to 5, depending on the client and the client’s initial demand. The termination 

of the VIG process is negotiated between the guider and the client, but usually the VIG 

process is concluded when the client feels that a good level of sensitive and attuned 

communication has been achieved with her/his communicative partner (Kennedy et al., 

2011). 
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Applications of Video Interaction Guidance 

Video Interaction Guidance has been used for prevention as well as for early 

intervention purposes. It has been applied to many different populations, such as 

postnatally depressed mothers and their infants (Vik and Hafting, 2006; Vik and Bråten, 

2009), premature infants (Tooten et al., 2012) children with early language and 

communication difficulties (Anderson, Jones and Flack, 2014), autistic children and 

their parents (Gibson, 2011; Nikopoulos and Keenan, 2006), deaf-blind children and 

their educators (Janssen, Riksen-Walraven and van Dijk, 2003), preschool teachers and 

their students (Fukkink and Tavecchio, 2010), bank managers and their clients (Doria, 

2013), to mention just a few. In 2012, the British National Institute of Health and 

Clinical Excellence recommended VIG as an effective evidence-based intervention to 

be used by professionals who work on promoting social and emotional well-being in 

under-5s (NICE, 2012). Over the last 20 years, the method has spread to other countries 

and continents, such as to Latin America (e.g. Mexico, Ecuador), Europe (the 

Netherlands, UK, Greece, The Czech Republic, France, etc.), USA and Australia. Most 

importantly, VIG has been proved especially effective with high risk groups (Kennedy, 

et al., 2011). 

 

Infant Intersubjectivity: More steps forward 

Currently, neurosciences are attempting to understand and explain the “social brain”. 

However, the neural substrates of human intersubjective interactions are still the land 

unknown. In order for the social neurosciences to walk on this unknown land, it may be 

necessary to combine the use of descriptive behavioural sciences and neuroscience 

techniques. For example, the simultaneous collection of data through video-recorded 
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face-to-face interactions between infants and caregivers and with fMRI might provide 

rich information on the abilities of the young “social brain” to reach for and get 

emotionally involved with a sensitive other.  

Such a combined methodological approach would provide the opportunity for 

each method to be tested on whether it accurately studies what it is meant to study, by 

comparing the data from the two methods. In other words, a researcher’s description of 

early face-to-face infant-caregiver interactions in behavioural terms, with microanalysis, 

could be compared with an expert interpretation of fMRI data. If both methods agree on 

what is happening during this face-to-face interaction, their value in describing and 

interpreting early communicative exchanges will be confirmed. The need for the 

neurosciences to investigate natural real-time social encounters including at least two 

people, in order to demystify social brain has been previously underlined by other 

researchers, such as Schilbach and his colleagues (2013). 

If such advances in developmental neurosciences can be used to study issues such 

as early intentional behaviour, early development of self-consciousness, and early 

expressions of infant sympathy with affective states of other persons, as those are 

described and understood in the context of the theory of Innate Intersubjectivity and the 

Innate Motive Formation, new insights may be brought to explanations of Autism, 

Regulatory Disorders, Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, or Developmental 

Coordination Disorder. Then we will be in a better position to review and evaluate early 

intervention programs addressing these disorders, as well as to construct new, more 

informed and evidence-based ones. 

Finally, the effectiveness of Video Interaction Guidance on promoting sensitive 

communication and sympathy to different populations and in variable settings indicates 

that the translation of the Innate Intersubjectivity Theory into service provision was 
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clearly successful. Thus, it may be worth to think of a more systematic transfer of 

knowledge between the Innate Intersubjectivity Theory and VIG’s principles and 

methodologies. Concerning VIG, the development of evaluation procedures which will 

be able to explain the mechanisms through which it achieves such positive results would 

be an important step forward for this so promising method. 
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Η θεωρία και η έρευνα της Διυποκειμενικότητας: H συνεισφορά τους 

στο πεδίο της Αναπτυξιακής Ψυχοπαθολογίας και της πρώιμης 

παρέμβασης 

Κορίνα Χατζηνικολάου 

Περίληψη 

Η θεωρία της Έμφυτης Διυποκειμενικότητας (Trevarthen, 1974, 1979; Trevarthen and Hubley, 

1978), που διαμορφώθηκε βασισμένη σε αποτελέσματα μελετών παρατήρησης των 

επικοινωνιακών ικανοτήτων των βρεφών όπως αυτές εκφράζονται στο πλαίσιο των πρόσωπο-

με-πρόσωπο αλληλεπιδράσεων με ευαίσθητους άλλους, αναγνώρισε στα ανθρώπινα βρέφη 

πρόσωπα με ισχυρό κίνητρο να επικοινωνήσουν με άλλους ανθρώπους και ικανά να το κάνουν 

ήδη από τη γέννησή τους. Νεώτεροι μελετητές, βασιζόμενοι στη θεωρία της Έμφυτης 

Διυποκειμενικότητας, μελέτησαν την πρόθεση, την μίμηση, την ενσυναίσθηση, τη συνείδηση 

στη βρεφική ηλικία, αναζωοπυρώνοντας έτσι το επιστημονικό ενδιαφέρον για την ανάπτυξη 

των πρώτων χρόνων της ζωής. Οι νέες γνώσεις πάνω στην πρώιμη κοινωνικο-συναισθηματική 

και γνωστική ανάπτυξη υποστήριξαν την ανάπτυξη και άλλων ερευνητικών πεδίων, όπως αυτά 

της Αναπτυξιακής Ψυχοπαθολογίας και της Πρόληψης και Πρώιμης Παρέμβασης. Ήταν 

ιδιαίτερης σημασίας η γνώση ότι τα βρέφη επικοινωνούν και συμμετέχουν ενεργητικά στις 

πρώιμες αλληλεπιδράσεις, γιατί πλέον τους αναγνωρίστηκε νέος ρόλος όχι μόνο στους 

ερευνητικούς μεθοδολογικούς σχεδιασμούς, αλλά και στα προγράμματα πρόληψης και πρώιμης 

παρέμβασης για ψυχικές και αναπτυξιακές διαταραχές στη βρεφική και νηπιακή ηλικία. Ένα 

παράδειγμα τέτοιου προγράμματος είναι και η Καθοδήγηση μέσω Βιντεοσκοπημένης 

Αλληλεπίδρασης (Video Interaction Guidance) που ενδυναμώνει και υποστηρίζει την 

ευαίσθητη επικοινωνία και την ανάπτυξη της ενσυναίσθησης. Τέλος, το επόμενο μεγάλο βήμα 

της Αναπτυξιακής Ψυχολογίας και της Αναπτυξιακής Ψυχοπαθολογίας σε ό,τι αφορά την 

περαιτέρω κατανόηση του ανθρώπινου κοινωνικού εγκεφάλου αναμένεται να γίνει με την 

ανάπτυξη νέων ερευνητικών σχεδιασμών που να προβλέπουν τη συμπληρωματική και 

ταυτόχρονη χρήση ερευνητικών τεχνικών των επιστημών της συμπεριφοράς και των 

νευροεπιστημών. 

 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: Καθοδήγηση μέσω Βιντεοσκοπημένης Αλληλεπίδρασης (VIG), πρώιμη 

παρέμβαση, Αναπτυξιακή Ψυχοπαθολογία, Θεωρία της Έμφυτης Διυποκειμενικότητας.
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Learning embodied narrative patterns of meaning-making: 

Nurturing human nature in school 

Jonathan T. Delafield-Butt11 and Jillian Adie 

 

Abstract 

Education is participatory and embodied.  It requires active participation from both teacher and 

learner to come together to co-create shared projects of discovery that allow meaning to unfold 

and develop between them as individuals.  This paper advances theory on the intersubjective 

and embodied nature of meaning-making in teaching as constituted by narrative units. It 

considers the developmental progression of subjective meaning-making by the child from basic, 

exploratory movements first evident in the foetus and young infant, to the complex projects of 

serially organised movements in the young child.  When made in intersubjective engagements, 

these projects develop meaning between individuals, generating cycles of learning within 

narrative episodes that incorporate affective, energetic, and intentional components.  These 

schemas of engagement retain knowledge of their processes and become units, stories, held in 

the memory of their creators.  After reviewing theory of intentional and participatory sense 

making, we examine two cases of non-verbal narrative patterns of engagement between teacher 

and child within Nurture Group practice, a special pedagogy that attunes to the affects and 

interests of children with ‘social emotional and behavioural difficulties’.  Analysis of these 

cases of Nurture Group practice reveal narrative patterns that establish shared rhythm, affect, 

and body movement made in joint projects between teacher and child, which, on completion, 

generated shared joy and learning. 

 

Keywords: narrative, embodied meaning-making, social emotional behavioural difficulties, 

Nurture Group, development, Intersubjectivity. 
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Introduction 

Learning as embodied participation 

Children learn by active, intentional engagement with their world of both people and 

objects (Baldwin, 1895; Bernstein, 1967; Piaget, 1953; Vygotsky, 1978).  Their actions 

are movements of the body that involve autonomic/visceral and proprioceptive 

regulations as well as voluntary exteroceptive control with distance senses, to mobilise 

the energy resources, level of arousal, sustained attention, and organisation of 

movement required for the successful completion of tasks (Trevarthen, 1984, 1986; Von 

Hofsten, 1989).  Children learn and develop within these embodied engagements, 

bringing their whole experience of vitality to bear on a situation with its imagination of 

an unfolding future, coloured by vital affectivity and generated through the effects of 

coordinated motor skill.  Learning is never just cognitive, picking up pragmatic 

information.   

Especially in childhood, it is evident that knowledge is gained in rich psycho-

physical experiences through dynamic interaction with one’s own body, people, places, 

and things.  Engagement made through purposeful movements of the body generates 

particular responses from the world, and these are both anticipated and learned.  A rap 

of the knuckles on wood to signal a greeting creates a hollow knock with the full force 

of impact felt in the bones, together with its acoustic result heard by the ears, and 

affective joy felt in the smiles of pleasure of playmates.  Such action on objects requires 

skilfully placed forces patterned across the body and made in anticipation of their result, 

the act itself accommodating unexpected contingencies, compensating for them, and 

appropriating the result into a memory that includes all its prehensions: affective, 

sensory, and social.  Interaction with the world is dynamic, a process. It is not static, not 
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a fact to be learned, but an experience to be created.  Knowledge is gained through 

active, participatory sense-making, and especially in concert with the actions of social 

others (De Jaegher and Di Paolo, 2007; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013a).   

 

The prospective structure of engagement: Reaching for the anticipated future 

Of necessity, processes of engagement in life are structured by their anticipated 

consequences (Baldwin, 1895).  From the first integrated actions of the developing 

human agent, movement is prospectively organised, geared to future expectations by 

necessity of the laws of biomechanics (Bernstein, 1967).  The forces of inertia and 

momentum generated in a single act, such as an extension of the hand or turn of the 

head, creates forces thought the body that must be compensated for ahead of time, or 

else the actor loses balance and the hand will overshoot and create dangerous risk, or 

undershoot and be ineffective (Lee, 2009; Von Hofsten, 2007).  Future oriented control 

of movement is a fundamental psychological principle of human action, and of 

consciousness (Delafield-Butt and Gangopadhyay, 2013; Gilbert and Wilson, 2007).  

The anticipated goal is always ‘imaginary’, not real until it is made ‘concrete’ in its 

actual accomplishment (Delafield-Butt, 2014).  Even in a task as simple as reaching for 

a cup, the goal of the act, contact with the cup, is held in the imagination, as an image, 

until the cup is grasped in concrete, physical actuality.  Similarly, a spin of the body or 

an action of the limbs made in performance of a dance is created in movement with an 

idea or image of the act that unfolds with integrated grace as the act progresses.  This 

exploratory, dynamic goal of self expression demands the same prospective 

psychomotor organisation as a practical reach, to master the motor mechanics 

(Bernstein, 1967).   
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Importantly, these engagements with the future cannot be discontinuous or 

irregular events.  Rather, they are units of coherent psycho-motor processes generated 

with characteristic patterning in space-time.  They initiate toward a goal, develop in 

their progression toward that goal, reach the goal in a moment of peak excitation, and 

appropriate their effect into the character of the organism.  Human agency is found to be 

structured by these imaginative ‘story-making’ units of prospective action, which are 

first evident in the simple movements of the foetus, several months before birth 

(Delafield-Butt and Gangopadhyay, 2013).  They develop through their serial 

organisation into ‘action chains’ of common purpose to enable a child to undertake 

more complex purposes, such as reaching and grasping for a toy, tying shoe laces, or 

getting dressed.  Made together with social others, these projects can generate shared 

meaning in learning, giving rise to understanding of the social value and utilitarian 

purpose of objects for future occasions (Delafield-Butt and Trevarthen, 2013), which is 

marked toward the end of first year by the onset of shared attention and collaborative 

interest in objects, a talent identified as ‘secondary intersubjectivity’ (Hubley and 

Trevarthen, 1979; Trevarthen and Hubley, 1978).   

This is the so-called ‘nine-month revolution’ (Tomasello, 1995) that initiates 

prolific development in shared learning of the manipulation of objects and other manual 

skills, including their symbolic conceptualisation in language, the origins of technical 

knowledge of the kind that educational systems seek to cultivate (Tomasello, Carpenter, 

Call, Behne and Moll, 2005).  However, as seminal educational reformers such as 

Comenius (1592-1670) (see Murphy, 1995; Quick, 1868/1890), and Bruner (1996), or 

commentators such as the philosopher A. N. Whitehead (1929) remind us, a child’s 

learning is a self-animated adventure that involves the whole body and mind, rich with 

anticipation, feeling, and social importance.  It is not just a project conceived by adult 
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teachers. As social creatures, children experience moral feelings of pride and shame that 

colour and shape learning experiences and determine the manner in which they engage, 

or disengage, from learning ‘with’ others (Trevarthen, 2011; Trevarthen, Gratier and 

Osborne, 2014).   

 

Feeling, vitality, and agency in the Psychology of Behaviour 

The feeling for learning arises from the impulses of the Self generated in the core of the 

brain, beneath the cerebral cortex (Panksepp, 2005; Porges and Furman, 2011).  

Affective learning occurs with the integrative actions of the brainstem, which is the 

primary generator of action.  The cortex with more complex affective processing in 

regions, such as the amygdala, is not the principal generator of feelings.  It makes sense 

that in evolutionary terms, the brainstem complex of sensory-motor nuclei found in all 

mammals is also the site where the effect of those actions is assimilated at a primary 

level of operation.  Winn (2012) attempts to “put the brain back in brainstem” in our 

understanding of the role of this basic, central neural structure.  The affective 

neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp’s careful comparative studies of mammalian behaviour-

brain relations identifies brainstem as the seat of the core Self (Northoff and Panksepp, 

2008; Panksepp and Northoff, 2009).  Feeling shapes evolution and development 

(Packard and Delafield-Butt, 2014). 

Elementary adaptive actions accommodate perceptual knowledge of the world 

apprehended by the distance receptors of sight, sound, and smell, as well as feedback 

on forces of the the body-in-action from the self-sensing proprioceptive system, and 

information of the body’s vital needs from visceroception of the internal organs 

(Sherrington, 1906). Comparative neuroanatomy demonstrates that brainstem is 

responsible for initiating perception, feeling by affective evaluation, and intentional 
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control of purposeful movement (Merker, 2007; Vandekerckhove and Panksepp, 2011).  

Brainstem systems generate the first active, future seeking agency of an individual that 

is the foundation for elaboration of our conscious and articulate experience of life (Low, 

2012).   

This core Self acts out into the world to test its contingencies and to generate 

understanding through exploratory engagement, but it is limited in its scope and power.  

It cannot perform complex perceptual discrimination, abstract reasoning, or 

sophisticated motor planning.  These are capacities that require experience of the 

successful adaptation of actions registered in the cortex.  Human agency develops in 

sophistication and power as the brain grows and the cortex matures, through a childhood 

of affective, embodied experiences (Vandekerckhove and Panksepp, 2011).  Simple 

actions performed in utero and those first gestures in early life, made with a caring and 

sensitive care-giver, quickly develop into more sophisticated motor skills with greater 

precision and awareness of range of expected contingencies.  Single simple actions of 

the kind generated by brainstem systems can be chained together to form projects of 

action with distal reach far into the future (Pezzulo and Castelfranchi, 2009).  But 

always, action remains tethered to the present moment within its small domain of power 

of just under one second, or in small projects that reach only a few seconds into the 

future (Delafield-Butt and Gangopadhyay, 2013).  With new capacities of cortical 

abstraction and planning developed over a childhood of learning, a subject becomes 

able to act in the present moment to serve a future, imagined need that may not arise for 

minutes, hours, days, or years to come.  A university student studies intensely in the 

present moment to achieve a degree months away, and a lifestyle of employments that 

may not be realised for many years.  We generate the future we desire, one movement at 

a time.  
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An embedded hierarchy of prospective organisation 

Prospective control of movement is organised in an embedded hierarchy of purpose 

(Delafield-Butt and Gangopadhyay, 2013).  Motor projects begin as single, simple 

movements (1) that can be chained together to produce small projects (2).  And these 

projects can themselves be organised to conceive projects of projects (3).  Altogether, 

an embedded hierarchy of purpose is developed, where the intentions performed at 

lower levels contribute affective colour and shape to the unfolding intentions that arise 

at higher levels; and conversely, those made at higher levels coordinate and integrate 

those of the lower levels in relation to wider knowledge of what the environment 

affords.  A coherence of mind and action of both bottom-up and top-down processing is 

achieved.   

In summary, these levels are as follows. 

(1) Action Unit. The first level of prospective, intentional organisation is the 

single action unit, or movement of continuous velocity toward a goal.  Examples 

include reach-to-grasp, reach-to-touch, a kick, turn of the head, or torso bend forward.  

Action units are typically completed within one second.   

(2) Proximal Project.  The second level of prospective, intentional organisation is 

the serial organisation of a sequence of action units into a short prospective project 

within proximal reach.  The proximal project involves two or more action units chained 

together to complete a simple task, such as reach-grasp-eat, reach-grasp-place, walk to 

sit, or wiggle the head to be comfortable, or to say “No”.  Proximal projects typically 

range in duration from just over one second to about three seconds.   

(3) Distal Project.  These are compositions of proximal projects arranged to 

complete a more distal, more imaginative task.  For example, cooking spaghetti requires 
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a series of proximal tasks that open the cupboard, take the packet of spaghetti, open the 

packet, empty it into water, and so on.  Altogether a composition of proximal projects 

into distal ones can accumulate durations from just a few seconds to minutes, hours and 

days.   

As the goals of a distal project become more abstract or imaginative, they lose 

focus of awareness in the time of the immediate present. They become more abstract 

‘cognitive’ projects that may involve extensive ‘off-line’ imaginative manipulation of 

metaphors or symbols before being returned to lower levels in their actualisation 

through public, expressive gesture and language (Delafield-Butt and Trevarthen, 

2013).Thus, the abstract distal goals of higher cognition are less constrained by actual 

physical space, and involve instead the arbitrary concepts, signs, and symbols of a 

culture. Nevertheless their top-down formulations remain regulated by bottom-up motor 

logic that confers serial ordering of movements (Lashley, 1951). 

Within each stage, or level of action organisation, the same principles of agency 

apply - prospective organisation, perceptual control, and satisfaction in the success of 

accomplishment and learning.  These are principles of learning by active agency, with 

success in accomplishment leading to learned patterns of behaviour, and the positive 

affective valence associated with successful acts render them more likely to be retained 

and repeated.  For successful accomplishment at higher levels, action control at the 

lower levels must be efficient, effective and satisfying or the higher aim will be 

thwarted, and will require more carefully directed attention and additional resources to 

compensate for errors, as appears to be the case, for example, in autism spectrum 

disorder (Solomon, Holland and Middleton, 2012; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 

2013b).  Experience and agency requires success at all levels of perceptuo-motor 

organisation for coherence of purpose to be achieved.   
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In her book “Human Minds” (Donaldson, 1992) the distinguished developmental 

psychologist and educator Margaret Donaldson, without referring to evidence 

concerning brain functions and their evolution or development, describes the growth of 

‘modes of mental functioning’ from childhood as having different ‘loci of concern’, all 

involving perception, action, thought and emotion, but with different scope in time and 

space. The Point Mode is occupied with concerns ‘here and now’; the Line Mode 

extends its concern to a definite imagined and remembered ‘there and then’; the Core 

Construct Mode imagines being ‘somewhere sometime’; and the Transcendent Mode 

lives ‘nowhere, notime’, out of space and time. Importantly the last two modes, 

Construct and Transcendent, can be either intellectual, or value-sensing. These levels of 

motivation engage the individual from infancy to old age in different projects of ‘human 

sense’ with companions who either teach, or learn, or teach-and-learn, cooperatively. 

 

Learning life stories: From protoconversation to shared cognitive projects 

Motor projects of the kind discussed above animate social narrative understanding 

(Delafield-Butt and Trevarthen, 2015). Engagements with objects and engagements 

with people exhibit the same principle of the serial organisation of action, whether made 

in movements to use objects or in movements that express feelings and thoughts in 

vocalization and gesture to others.  They are both purposive and chained in sequences to 

give larger meanings with greater spatiotemporal reach, i.e. they expand the range of 

possible accomplishments of the agent, an increase in its ‘behaviour space’ (Trevarthen, 

1978) and in the ‘affordances’ (Gibson, 1979) of possible intentions made manifest in 

action. 

Narrativity of imagination in solitary projects of exploratory play or utilitarian 

action, or shared as in the unfolding protoconversational engagement between an infant 
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and an adult (Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009) gives cognitive form to the objective and 

social worlds of the young child (Gratier and Apter-Danon, 2009; Gratier and 

Trevarthen, 2008).  And they continue to do so throughout development, and in school, 

where formal learning becomes a primary and stated focus of energy and attention.  All 

projects, small or large, are composed or motivated in the mind of the learner with a 

four-part structure of (i) introduction, (ii) development, (iii) climax, and (iv) conclusion 

(Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1.  Narrative intensity contour of affective and expressive engagement in a project over 

its four phases: (i) interest and engagement in the project begins at a low-intensity in the 

introduction, which invites participation; (ii) the coordination of the actions, interests, and 

feelings of participants intensifies over the development, as the project is developed; (iii) a peak 

of excitation with achievement of a goal in mutual intention is reached at the climax; after which 

(iv) the intensity reduces as the purposes of the participants share a resolution, allowing them to 

move on to other projects, whether together again or separate.  From Trevarthen and Delafield-

Butt (2013a). 

 

The principle of sequences of expressive acts and the cognitive resources required 

remains the same for communication and cooperative action as it is for an individual’s 

purpose. As intentional sequences become more complex and ‘rational’, mid-brain 

emotional and arousal regulation recede to the background of conscious attention. 
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Cognitive processes come to the foreground, occupying more time and attention in the 

formulation of plans of teaching and learning.  But the regulatory processes and values 

of emotion and arousal, and their communication, do not become any less significant.  

All action must still be generated from and fed back through the midbrain brainstem 

complex and without regulation at this affective level, such as leads to enjoyable and 

valued social engagement between friends, the child’s learning with adults and teachers 

becomes difficult – student and teacher fall out of tune, and out of step with each other.   

 

Making sense of experience in narrative patterns of engagement 

Narrative is a foundation of meaning-making and culture (Bruner, 1990; Cobley, 2014).  

It is “inherent in the praxis of social interaction [even] before it achieves linguistic 

expression” (Bruner, 1990, p. 77).  Read and Miller, social psychologists, consider 

narratives to be “universally basic to conversation and meaning making” (Read and 

Miller, 1995, p. 143).  Narratives provide a means by which we organise and make 

sense of our experiences (Kearney, 2002), evaluate our actions and understand our 

intentions (Cunliffe and Coupland, 2012), leading to positive learning experiences.   

Infants and children make sense of their learning of meaningful tasks by 

combining a series of smaller tasks, each containing small manageable projects with an 

identifiable beginning, middle and end, into larger projects, organising their intentions 

exerted on the world from single action units into small projects of sense-making and 

larger projects of projects of sense-making to work methodically towards a pre-

determined goal. In this way, they can engage with a task through the successful 

completion of its smaller units, which they experience as individual positive 

achievements. These come together to create larger completed projects with the 

additional value of their successful accomplishment. The child achieves satisfaction 
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from well-completed projects, and retains the memory of a task successfully negotiated 

to achievement of its goal. Continuous practice of this form of learning instils 

confidence in the young learner, enabling them over time to complete more complicated 

tasks requiring a higher level of social, motor and cognitive skill. Egan and Ling (2002) 

describe how these small projects, referred to as ‘narrative episodes’, act as a tool to 

facilitate the personal connectedness necessary for us to perceive, conceptualise and 

make meaning, by assisting the ordering and orientation of emotions, intentions, and 

actions. 

The notion of embodied narratives of meaning-making also provides a 

methodological tool with which to analyse the intersubjective engagements of children, 

from birth.  They give pictures of the lived experiences of the child to show the manner 

in which he co-constructs encounters with other persons. It is through repeated narrative 

encounters in convivial play that children come to understand the forms and norms of 

human activity that make cultural sense of his actions of the self, and those of others.  

Non-verbal, narrative analysis can describe the embodied, lived experience of 

individuals made with joint action, shared intentions, self awareness, awareness of 

others, motivation and purpose, into an observable and measureable entity; a purposeful 

act displayed through gestures, expressions, affect and vocalisations.  

We believe measure of the narrative patterns of participatory engagement can be 

used to investigate the nature of the interconnectedness of individuals, its successes and 

failures, at any level of sophistication. Successful primary intersubjective interactions 

within positive relationships have been shown in studies of the vocal patterning of 

infants and parents in proto-conversations to display shared ‘rhythm’, ‘quality’ and 

‘narrative form’ (Malloch, 1999; Malloch and Trevarthen, 2009). These are the 

hallmarks of creative ‘communicative musicality’, which, in combination with 
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expressive body movement, allows for the co-creation of meaningful experience in 

every day projects (Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013a), which establish cultures of 

meaning (Gratier and Trevarthen, 2008).  Through examination of narrative episodes of 

intersubjective interaction we have set out to identify fundamental behavioural and 

relational patterns of engagement to better understand developmental principles of 

meaning making, and as a tool to understand individual children’s progression and to 

help those who are having difficulty.  

 

Learning to co-create meaning in school:  

How Nurture Groups assist engagement with learning 

We now turn attention to embodied, non-verbal narratives of meaning-making as they 

occur in school.  In particular, we focus on a special Nurture Group practice for children 

identified with Social Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) (Boxall, 2002).  

Children who have difficulty communicating their feelings and interacting positively 

with others can find engaging with school learning very difficult.  They compensate by 

attending to other, non-scholastic activities, tasks and interests.  They are not, to use 

American jargon, “on the same page” as the teachers.  This leads to poor developmental 

gain, and feeds back to re-affirm their social, emotional and behavioural disjunction 

with school society.  They can become entrenched in their own sub-culture, which risks 

producing a lifetime of stressful experiences.   

These children struggle to form and maintain relationships with other people and 

this affects their collaboration in both the classroom and the playground. Engagement 

with objects and ideas requires sustained attention, with self-regulation of arousal and 

interest, and anxiety weakens both concentration and enjoyment.  In families where 

patterns of affective engagement may be disrupted or chaotic, a child’s learned patterns 
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of engagement with objects, ideas and social others can also become disrupted or 

chaotic.  Emotional needs may not be adequately met, leading to tensions and strains 

that draw energy and attention away from self-regulated engagement with a classroom 

task.  In consequence the child enters school exhibiting SEBD. They need special 

teaching that helps them overcome their confusion. 

In some cases pupils can be assisted by psycho-educational support that works in 

affectively attuned relations with the children to help structure their arousal, interest, 

and attention to tasks and activities commensurate with school learning and classroom 

culture. Nurture Groups employ especially trained teachers to work with the children 

separately or in small groups, allowing one-to-one attention and personal relationships 

to form in a safe, secure and regular environment.  They set out to develop social and 

emotional learning as a basis for classroom learning (Boxall, 2002).   

Nurture Groups provide a recognised targeted early educational intervention in 

mainstream schools in the United Kingdom.  They are designed to re-create missed 

early socio-emotional experiences for those children with SEBD whose needs cannot be 

met within a mainstream class and whose difficulties are considered to stem from 

disrupted intersubjective learning in the early years.  Careful attendance to the social 

and emotional competence of children within the Groups assists the building of positive 

relationships between pupils, parents and staff (Billington, 2012) and improves 

educational engagement and academic attainment (Mackay, Reynolds and Kearney, 

2010; Seth-Smith, Levi, Pratt, Fonagy and Jaffey, 2010), allowing the pupils to 

reintegrate to their mainstream class, usually within one year, where they can 

successfully engage in learning with their peers. Within the Nurture Group, 

relationships between the staff and pupils are considered of vital importance as a focus 

for change (Billington, 2012).  Children so supported appear also to be enabled to co-
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create positive relationships with other pupils in the Groups. However, the 

psychological processes of learning new socio-emotional expectations and patterns of 

relation by which this improvement in sociability happens, and the effects of this on 

future socio-emotional development, have yet to be addressed in systematic research. 

 

Examination of narrative patterns of learning in the Nurture Group 

Two cases are examined where the Nurture Group teacher worked with a child to help 

structure his actions to develop a shared project that held common meaning or purpose.  

Both projects were structured by teacher-guided interaction, but importantly they were 

actively co-created with initiative and energy by both pupil and teacher.  

In the first scenario, the teacher and pupil share a simple task of descending the 

school staircase.  They hold hands and walk down the steps together, the teacher 

counting the steps in rhythmic fashion and the pupil joining in as they descend.  The 

staircase has three flights of stairs with two landings.  This physical space structures 

their engagement to produce three ‘narrative’ episodes, in each of which validated 

phases of ‘introduction’, rhythmic ‘development’, ‘climax’, and ‘conclusion’ may be 

recognized, and the complete descent down the full set of three flights of stairs produces 

a larger ‘narrative project’ that culminates with a great show of delight, animated by the 

child and shared with the teacher.  Such shared narratives, we argue, are a bedrock for 

affective, social and cognitive learning.  They make an embodied, participatory sense of 

the world and generate shared meaning, giving it value. Both the hand-holding gesture 

linking the bodies and the physical presence of the stairs keep the engagement tightly 

structured as the two couple their thoughts, feelings, perceptions and intentions through 

body action, gesture and vocal expression to descend the stairs, reaching a moment of 

shared triumph and joy as the project completes and concludes.  
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Similarly, we have selected a second scenario, where teacher and child engage in 

a ‘Connect 4’ game-play. This project is less structured by physical space and support, 

such as the staircase and hand-holding during descent, and instead involves arbitrary 

and abstract cultural patterns of engagement that require cognitive understanding as 

well as control of affect, intention, attention and body action.  In other words, this 

project involves the fundamental psychological dimension of school learning – the 

capacity to sit still, engage attentively by down-regulating or up-regulating arousal in 

purposeful ways to maintain interest and the intention to participate, and to do so with 

intelligent planning and meaningful communication.   

By measuring and identifying the constituent elements of the two embodied 

narrative engagements, we attempt to illustrate the importance of the organisation of 

thought and action sequences (foot-steps, arm movements), each with their own psycho-

emotional-motor dimensions of intention, feeling, evaluation and action, to establish 

projects that are built in caring, affective relations within which the abstract cognitions 

necessary for school learning can flourish.   

 

Method: Measuring the composition of narrative patterns of engagement 

Two video recordings were obtained of children engaged in everyday Nurture Group 

practice in two schools in Scotland.  The first (Case 1) was sourced from a Channel 4 

documentary film-maker (Woods, 2011).  The second (Case 2) was produced by Jillian 

Adie as part of a larger longitudinal study of teacher-child meaning-making in Nurture 

Group practice.  Videos were micro-analysed to identify gesture and facial expression 

patterns, and annotated using the ELAN annotation package (Max Planck Institute for 

Psycholinguistics, Nijmegen, The Netherlands; http://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/).  

Audio data was extracted and vocal pitch analysed with PRAAT software 
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(http://www.praat.org/).  Non-verbal narrative structures were identified from 

expressive body movements, facial expressions and patterns of eye gaze.  The duration, 

rhythm, timing and patterning of individual movements and vocalisations were 

measured, plotted and described. 

 

Results 

Case 1: Descending the stairs together, and counting 

A thirty-one second joint interactive episode was selected, of a Nurture Group child and 

teacher engaged in an everyday task, walking down the central school staircase (Figure 

2). The teacher and the staircase both structure the interaction, giving regular rhythm to 

the task with each step and framing the project by an anticipation of what is to come, 

providing guidance to its completion.   The teacher opens the project, describing the 

task ahead as they walk towards the top of the stairs.  Then, leading the child by the 

hand, the teacher counts the stairs as they walk down the three flights, negotiating two 

turnings on the way. The overall project of descending the staircase presents an 

overarching narrative structure, which consists of the following elements: 

i) An introduction as the child and the teacher walk along the landing towards the 

top of the staircase. Preparing for the task they are about to embark on, the teacher 

talks to the child, explaining the task ahead.  She takes the lead, encouraging the 

child to count the stairs as they start their first descent, saying, “Now let’s count 

these stairs. Are you ready?”.  Her vocalisations are regular and rhythmic, each 

with ascending pitch-glides that progress from below Middle C to the top of the 

octave above Middle C (ca.80Hz to ca.500Hz) in 7of the 8 words uttered, 

encouraging arousal and interest in her partner (c.f. Malloch, 1999; Marwick and 

Murray, 2009; Trevarthen, 1999). 
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ii) A development of the interaction between the child and the teacher as their 

vocalisations and footsteps fall into rhythm and the child is able to anticipate the 

counting of the next step.  The pair negotiate a turning on the stairs, which 

interrupts the rhythmicity of their action; the child looks to the teacher as she 

takes the lead, holding the child’s hand to keep him beside her and counting 

aloud, and their rhythmic footfall and counting returns.  As the child becomes 

increasingly confident of his involvement in the interaction he excitedly starts to 

count ahead of their footfall as they negotiate a second turning, reaching a peak of 

development in their interaction, before the teacher re-establishes the regular 

pattern of rhythmic counting and they synchronise their actions and vocalisations 

for the final few steps.  

iii) A climax to the interaction is reached as the pair arrive at the bottom of the stairs. 

The teacher raises the pitch of her voice to the top of the octave above Middle C 

as they count the final steps together “nineteen, twenty, twenty-one stairs”.  The 

pair share a moment of joy in completing the task, expressed as a broad smile 

from both child and teacher as the child lets out an exclamation, “woo-hoo!”. 

iv) A conclusion to the journey as they walk away from the staircase, satisfied with 

what they have achieved, the teacher confirming the success of the task to the 

child, “Good counting,” leaving him with a positive, proud, memory as this task 

is left behind and they move on to something new.  
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Figure 2. Case 1: A co-created narrative project, “Descending the staircase and counting.”  A 

picture board illustration (top row) organised by its three episodes (1-3), the first two with three 

phases (a-c; d-f) and final one with a single phase (g).  The sound wave shows clearly marked 

rhythmicity of vocalisations by teacher and student.  The sound wave spikes indicate footfalls 

on the steps.  The pitch of each vocalisation is calculated (frequency, Hz) and plotted.  The 

dyadic structure of child-teacher interaction displays a narrative pattern of intensity and 

progression as the pair move through the phases of introduction to the task, development of 

rhythmic shared interaction as they descend the stairs together, a climax as they share 

simultaneous joy on reaching the bottom of the stairs, and a conclusion of the activity as they 

leave this activity behind to commence something new. Narrative contours (black) 

approximately overlay the rise and fall of vocal pitch.  (a) Introduction as the teacher structures 

the opening of the interaction, explaining the task ahead as they walk towards the top of the 

staircase. (b) Development as they descend the first section of stairs, their footsteps falling into 

rhythm as they count the stairs together. (c) A small climax marked by excitement in vocal 

pitch as they reach the first turning, quickly concluding and leading straight into a limited 

introduction to the next task as they negotiate this first turning and make their way to the 

second flight of stairs. (d) A second development begins as the child looks to the teacher as she 

counts the stairs aloud to re-establish their rhythm and (e) Smiles as they share understanding of 

their collaborative activity.  This reaches a second small climax, this one larger than the first, as 

they reach the end of the flight of stairs, and begin to negotiate the second turning, leading to the 

final sub-narrative.  They (f) develop this task by concentrating together on its completion as 



Jonathan T. Delafield-Butt & Jillian Adie 
 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  307 
 

they descend the final flight of stairs before (g) they share a final climax of peak satisfaction 

and joy as they reach the bottom, the teacher smiling as the child lets out a whoop of joy.  The 

piece concludes as they leave the staircase behind, now quiet, and head towards a new activity.  

 

This complete narrative project of descending the staircase comprises a structure 

containing these elements of activity: 

i) Seven separate distinct phases, identified a-g, which are carried out in sequence 

by the participants, enabling them to successfully complete the overall task. 

ii) Three narrative sub-units, identified as Sub-Narratives 1, 2, and 3, each 

comprising a combination of successive phases towards achievement of the 

overall task, and with each episode describing a smaller, shared project with its 

own introduction, development, climax and conclusion, embedded within the 

larger task.   

Thus, together the seven phases describe: 

a) The organisation or setting up of the activity as the child and teacher walk towards 

the top of the staircase, coming together from their own separate previous 

activities to participate in a shared task.  The teacher structures the interaction, 

taking the child’s hand and inviting him to join her in this shared activity.  

b) Walking down the first section of stairs together. As they start to descend the 

stairs the teacher begins counting “one, two” before the child joins in “three, 

four, five” as they descend to the first turning and their footsteps and vocalisations 

begin to align.  

c) A transition as they negotiate the first turning on the stairs. Their footsteps fall out 

of alignment with each other and the teacher ensures the child’s continued 

attention to the task as she says “Right” and guides him by the hand to the next 

step.  
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d) Walking down the second section of stairs together. The child’s attention has been 

successfully concentrated on their continuing journey by the teacher and he counts 

the next step “six” before the teacher comes in with a deliberate “six” in 

conjunction with placing her foot on the next step. The teacher steps and counts 

aloud in a rhythmic manner “seven” and the child falls into alignment as they 

count together “eight, nine, ten” as they share eye contact and smile. 

e) A transition as they negotiate the second turning. The child excitedly counts 

quickly ahead of their footfall “nineteen, twenty, twenty-one” as they turn the 

corner of the stairs, displaying enthusiastic involvement in the task. 

f) Walking down the third section of stairs together. The teacher again maintains the 

structure and rhythm of the task as she counts aloud “eighteen” as she places her 

foot on the next step and together they count “nineteen, twenty, twenty-one” as 

they complete the final steps of their journey. 

g) Reaching the bottom of the stairs together, the child breaks into a broad smile and 

exclaims “woo-hoo” as the teacher also smiles in a shared moment of satisfaction. 

Then an acknowledgement by the teacher of a project successfully completed as 

she says to the child “Good counting” and they walk away from the staircase 

together, ready to start something new.  

In summary, the shared narrative project of descending the staircase together, and 

counting, was formed altogether by three short, yet complete narratives, called sub-

narratives here, each displaying its own introduction, development, climax and 

conclusion.  The transition points were formed by the small landings between flights of 

stairs, forming a natural break in the psychological development of the overall narrative 

that concluded what came before it and at the same time initiated what was to come.  

These points, “c” and “e”, create breaks between the sub-narratives where the rhythmic 
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quality of interaction was interrupted and the partners re-negotiate their actions and 

intentions prior to embarking on a new sub-narrative, working toward completion of the 

overall project.  In this way, ‘stories within stories’ were evident, structured by the 

physical environment and manifest by the psychomotor need to navigate it purposefully 

and efficiently.   

Sub-Narrative Episode 1 comprises the setting up of the complete project and 

the journey down the first section of the staircase.  There is an introduction to the 

project as the child and teacher come together and the teacher explains to the child the 

task that they are about to embark on.  The project develops as the child and teacher 

begin to share in the task and become actively engaged towards achieving their goal.  A 

climax is reached although not fully completed as they reach the first turning on the 

stairs and their interaction plateaus as the child begins to dis-engage from the 

interaction, with a small conclusion to the episode as they recognise the achievement of 

the first stage of their task and turn their attention to the next stage. 

Sub-Narrative Episode 2 comprises their descent down the second section of the 

staircase. There is an introduction as the child and teacher negotiate their activity, 

taking a couple of steps to align their footsteps and vocalisations, before falling into 

rhythm.  This episode displays positive engagement and alignment of goals, with the 

partners sharing positive affect and rhythmicity of action through the development of 

the engagement.  A climax to the interaction is reached as the child becomes 

increasingly engaged and excitedly counts faster, ahead of their footfall.  The teacher 

concludes the episode by re-structuring the interaction which briefly plateaus before 

entering a new episode. 

Sub-Narrative Episode 3 comprises the final descent of the staircase.  The child 

and teacher both display active engagement in the project at the introduction to the 
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final descent, quickly developing their interaction through rhythmic footfall and 

counting, with the teacher raising the pitch of her voice, bringing an active climax to the 

project as they reach the bottom of the stairs.  The episode concludes quickly as the 

child and teacher walk away from the successfully completed task, each sharing in the 

joy of a successfully completed project. 

 

Case 2: Playing a game together, and winning 

A Nurture Group game play session of “Connect 4” between teacher and child of almost 

five minutes duration was selected for analysis.  The session was composed of five 

games, punctuated by four phases of tidying up and setting up for the next game (Figure 

3).  The object of the game was for each participant to take turns placing one of their 

coloured counters (small discs) into columns of the game board held vertically upright, 

with the objective of obtaining four coloured counters in a row.  Each game unfolding 

between teacher and pupil was organised along approximately the same narrative 

template of joint activity, and altogether these formed a narrative structure co-created by 

both pupil and teacher spanning the full five minutes.  

 

 

Figure 3.  Schematic of the complete game play session in Case 2.  Five individual “Connect 4” 

games are illustrated by smaller arcs, separated by periods of transition when the pieces were 

gathered up and sorted.  Altogether the session of five games lasted nearly five minutes.  



Jonathan T. Delafield-Butt & Jillian Adie 
 
 

Ελεύθερνα, Τεύχος 7, 2015  311 
 

Analysis reveals a narrative pattern in each game.  A micro-analysis of Game 2 (shaded) is 

presented in Figure 4 to illustrate this pattern.  

 

Analysis of the complete five-minute session identifies a large narrative structure 

consisting of the following parts. 

i) An introduction as the teacher invites the child to play and they make their way 

to the table where they set up the first game together.  The teacher takes the lead 

assembling the game board and the child assists.  The teacher then invites the 

child to start the play by taking the first turn, with a joint assumption that the rules 

of play are understood by both.  

ii) A development of the interaction between the child and the teacher as their play 

falls into a rhythm, each taking turns to place their counters in the game board.  At 

points the child becomes distracted from the game, placing his counters in the 

board ahead of his turn before falling back into the rhythmic turn taking as his 

attention is brought back to the game. 

iii) A climax which is reached at the end of the final game as the child and the teacher 

share a moment of joy in completing the task, expressed as a whoop of joy as both 

child and teacher throw their hands in the air. 

iv) A conclusion to the project as the child starts to lose attention and the child and 

teacher tidy away the pieces ready to move on to something new. 

This overarching narrative structure describes the complete shared project and 

comprises five observable narrative sub-units, each describing a small, shared project 

embedded within the larger task, identified by episodes of game play punctuated by 

periods of transition where the game board is disassembled and prepared for the next 

game.  The sub-units each display their own narrative structure.   
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A single, non-verbal shared interactive sub-narrative for the second game was selected 

for analysis (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4. Narrative pattern of dyadic child-teacher one example of a “Connect 4” game.  The 

soundwave indicates the fall of the tokens into the game, together with background classroom 

noise.  Accoustic frequency of vocalisations is registered only at the final vocalisation of 

“Yeah!” by the child – no other vocalisations were made.  The narrative contour of intensity 

approximately follows the combination of vocal pitch, facial expressions of teacher and child, 

eye gaze, gestures, expressions, and teacher and child vocalisations.  The narrative develops 

through cycles of gameplay turn-taking. The child’s turns are identified by the action curves a, 

b, c, d, with the teacher’s corresponding turns identified a’, b’ and c’.  Each action curve 

indicates a reach-grasp-drop – the drop indicated by the vertical line segmenting the piece – and 

final return of the hand to the table.  The climax to the interaction at e/e’ is identified by the 

child’s high pitch exclamation, “Yeah!”, at the top of Middle C with a downward glide as he 

simultaneously throws his arms in the air and the teacher takes a sharp inhalation of breath. The 

child and teacher are attentive to the game throughout while recognising it as part of a larger 

social interaction as they share their joy with another teacher and other persons in the room 

(other, others) on completion of the game, before tidying up.  
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The example displays a typical narrative pattern of dyadic interaction.  The child 

and teacher share in turn-taking game play, communicating with each other through a 

shared repertoire of interest, attention, actions and emotions to achieve a pre-determined 

and mutually shared goal, i.e. winning the game.  This episode of game play of less than 

half a minute contains smaller units of play, or individual turns, each lasting around 

three seconds.  

The game involves dropping coloured counters into a game board with the aim of 

achieving four in a row of the same colour.  The child’s turns are identified a, b, c, d 

and the teacher’s corresponding turns are identified a’, b’, c’, with the arm movement 

action curves corresponding to the picture storyboard above the diagram.  The turns 

show a rhythmic quality, with the child’s turn “c”, during which difficulty with the 

game board was encountered, lasting the duration of two turns.  Each diagrammatic 

curve displays a complete child or teacher arm movement, encompassing the “reach”, 

“grasp” (of the game counter), arm “raise”, “place” (counter at the top of the game 

board), “release and drop” (of the counter into the board) and “return”.  The “release 

and drop’ of each counter is illustrated with a vertical line at the accompanying intensity 

marking and displays the rhythmicity of play.  The timing of movements is organised in 

purposeful, expressive action sequences.  The child and teacher remain attentive to the 

game without distraction, with the game board providing a common focus of attention 

throughout, as identified through their eye gaze patterns.  As the child becomes familiar 

with the pattern of play, he is able to anticipate his next move and his arm movement 

commences earlier.  

Each partner shows awareness of the effects of the other’s actions, adjusting their 

own actions to compensate by placing their counters in a specific column with the aim 
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of achieving their desired goal (achieving four in a row).  Each has his or her own 

motives, intentions and feelings which are displayed through their actions, responses 

and emotions, joining together in the intersubjective co-creation of meaning.  As the 

child reaches his final turn “d” he breaks into a broad smile at the realisation that he is 

about to win the game and the teacher reciprocates with a smile.  Following the 

completion of his turn, he immediately raises his arms in the air and lets out a joyous 

exclamation “Yeah!” which is identified by a downward pitch from 24 sec duration 

mark (e), drawing to a close this gameplay narrative.  At the same time the teacher takes 

a sharp inhalation of breath (e’), sharing recognition that the child has won the game.  

The child, recognising the social aspect of the game, turns his attention to the other 

teacher in the room who is sitting to his right, inviting her to share in his joy and 

recognising this dyadic interaction as part of a wider group interactive experience, and 

his game partner follows his gaze, with the moment of joy being shared by all three.  

 

Discussion 

Co-creating success and shared joy in narrative projects 

The joy of the children expressed on completion of the shared narrative projects in both 

cases was palpable.  The teachers worked with the children encouraging their 

participation and giving support to their engagement.  In the first case, the teacher held 

the child’s hand, physically guiding him down the stairs as she verbally narrated what 

was to come, how they were proceeding, and how they would conclude their project.  

Her verbal narration spoke to higher cognitive or semantic awareness, placed atop the 

embodied and affective project in which they engaged their body movements.  The 

successful completion of the project was marked by an exclamation of joy from the 

child, “Woohoo!”, with a word and a smile of satisfaction from the teacher, a job well 
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done.  All that the project encapsulated – the tension of anticipation at the start, the 

build up to the first step, the complex coordination of motor activity in the descent, the 

maintenance of attention, arousal and affect during the descent – was of such high 

standard that the child, who was constrained in speech, was able to join in the verbal 

counting of the steps.  Indeed, as his confidence grew, he enthusiastically began to lead 

in this counting.  It is important to underline that the nonverbal project of descending 

stairs with another requires intelligence and learning: a motor cognition of body 

coordination for an efficient descent and social cognition of known patterns of affect 

and arousal co-regulation.  Before higher linguistic and conceptual learning can be 

mastered, these affective and embodied patterns must be known. 

In the second case, the child and teacher structure the interaction together, 

showing awareness of the other’s actions, joining together in a non-verbal project, each 

with their goal in mind.  As the child becomes more familiar with the game and the co-

ordination of cognitive skill and motor action required to complete the project according 

to the rules, he commences his reach-grasp-raise-drop action sequence earlier, 

beginning his turn before the teacher has completed hers. This demonstrates a 

prospective awareness of the patterns of activity with its expectations, which can lead to 

development of conceptual learning.  The successful completion of the project, marked 

by an exclamation of joy from the child, “Yeah” and a sharp intake of breath by the 

teacher, and shared with the other teacher in the room, marks the pleasure derived from 

concluding a piece of mutually, and ‘publicly’, shared activity.  A narrative pattern with 

its patterns of expectation, affect and arousal co-regulation, and participatory 

engagement has been learned and shared. 
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Learning narrative schemas of embodied, affective knowledge 

Projects that are successful are repeated, and those that fail are not repeated and may 

discourage trying other tasks.  Success can often be marked by the joy of completion, 

giving pride in accomplishment to be shared with others.  Seminal child psychologist 

Mark Baldwin (1895) noted that from birth, successfully accomplished actions are 

repeated time and time again in what he called the ‘circular reaction’.  But this 

‘reaction’ even at this young age was not an unconscious reflex, but rather consciously 

or imaginatively generated by the infant to reproduce a particular action pattern. 

“The self-repeating or 'circular' reaction, to which the name 'organic 

imitation' is given… is seen to be fundamental and to remain the same, as 

far as structure is concerned, for all motor activity whatever: the only 

difference between higher and lower function being, that in the higher, 

certain accumulated adaptations have in time so come to overlie the 

original reaction, that the conscious state which accompanies it seems to 

differ per se from the crude imitative consciousness in which it had its 

beginning.”  (Baldwin, 1895, p. 23) 

The fact that successful acts are repeated again and again gave the appearance to 

Baldwin of ‘circularity’, where the agency of the child ‘imitated’ successful acts that 

came before, again and again.  Repetitive ‘circularity’ is clearly seen in the activities of 

toddlers and nursery school children, especially in playful games with great joy where a 

resounding chorus of enthusiasm to repeat the fun is commonly exclaimed, “Again! 

Again!” (Featherstone, Beswick and Louis, 2008).  Experienced educationalists 

recognise the importance of this circularity in work with young children.   

Piaget worked with knowledge of Baldwin’s studies of the importance of 

circularity, and he, Piaget, coined the term ‘schemas’ to account for the regular patterns 
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of activity that he observed to develop from ‘sensori-motor’ to ‘conceptual’ patterns as 

the child develops (Piaget, 1953; Piaget, 1954).  Children’s ‘pleasure in mastery’ of 

these patterns are learned and shared with others, co-creating shared understanding 

(Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2015).  Children’s schemas are a mainstay of teacher 

education (Meade and Cubey, 2008; Nutbrown, 2008), especially in work with young 

children before they learn how to accept the conventions of formal schooling.   

The narrative patterns we have identified in this paper are schemas of a kind.  

They are units of process that can be learned as ‘objects’; regular patterns of action and 

response.  Successful completion brings repetition and learning.  Co-created narrative 

episodes become appropriated into the memories and thoughts of the child, rich with 

social value and affective, as well as cognitive meaning.  It is not difficult to suppose 

the child in Case 1 subsequently descended those stairs on his own, counting as he did 

so after the ‘fact’ of his shared encounter, recalling its process and form in memory.  In 

this way, children learn socially accepted patterns and their conceptual implications. 

The principle of Nurture Groups is to re-enact the social and emotional 

dimensions of early learning that dominate in the first three years of life, to enable a 

child with socio-emotional ‘difficulties’ to learn patterns of affect and arousal regulation 

that are needed for classroom based learning (Boxall, 2002).  It is important for 

educationalists and psychologists to remember that joy inherent in successful action is 

paramount to successful learning.  This can be forgotten in school when the technical 

accomplishment of the act begins to take centre stage, and the value of emotional 

expression recedes to the background.  The role of joy, as experienced by children 

through early years play, in driving the act and fixing its successful process in memory 

for retrieval and re-enactment later, does not lose its psychological and educational 

importance in later years.  
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Toward an understanding of learning as embodied, affective meaning-making in 

shared narrative projects 

Learning requires a hierarchy of levels of organisation of action, arousal and interest, 

each requiring attention, affect regulation, cognition, and energy to create, from both 

agents, teacher and pupil.  These projects with their rich social and affective dimension, 

teach patterns of acceptable social interaction and engagement. At their most basic, 

these are simple and goal-directed actions, such as reaching and dropping the counter 

into a slot in a “Connect 4” game, which may be organised in a social composition to 

complete the game with a negotiated and anticipated ending, or in a series of 

performances according to the rules, collectively building a ‘game of games’ over a 

five-minute session.  Coherent and meaningful social participation requires regulation 

of affect, intention, arousal and interest in ‘mind time’ to maintain co-operative 

engagement throughout the period of activity, organised in an embedded, regular 

hierarchical structure.   

The child’s Nurture Group experience is composed of a variety of solitary and 

social projects, like the two described above, through which children learn how to 

interact in the culture of a co-operative society.  Such learning allows the child to 

engage with others and with the experience of learning, creating the desire and ability to 

draw on their newly acquired skills to achieve future goals.  

 

Conclusions 

We have presented theory to demonstrate embodied social engagements as organised by 

regularly patterned units of narrative meaning-making.  These are profoundly affective 

as well as cognitive.  They develop knowledge of persons and objects through the 

processes of engagement structured by a prospective, or anticipatory framework.  They 
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are schemas expecting certain results from certain actions, with their cognitive and 

affective dimensions developed, learned, and re-enacted through social engagement as 

well as in imaginative solitary activity. 

Our observations of Nurture Group classroom practice identified two particular 

cases that demonstrate unified mind-body units of meaning-making.  We consider these 

to be core units of experience for learning. We show how and why emotion is part-and-

parcel of embodied learning and of engaging effectively with others.  Altogether our 

theoretical perspective and observations of classroom practice describe a particular kind 

of sensitive teacher ‘attunement’ to the rhythms and feelings of the children, which 

helps to encourage their active participation, sense of agency, and successful 

accomplishment in narrative episodes of co-created meaning-making.   

Knowledge of the ways in which learning is structured in units of meaning-

making can assist teaching practice to reach children with sensitivity for feeling in body 

movement, generating companionship as the basis of learning shared projects of 

discovery. 
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Μαθαίνοντας τα ενσώματα αφηγηματικά πρότυπα δημιουργίας του 

νοήματος: Καλλιεργώντας την ανθρώπινη φύση στο σχολείο  

Jonathan T. Delafield-Butt και Jillian Adie 

 

Περίληψη 

Η εκπαίδευση είναι συμμετοχική και ενσώματη. Απαιτεί ενεργή συμμετοχή τόσο από το 

δάσκαλο όσο και από το μαθητή προκειμένου και οι δυο  να συν-δράμουν στην ανακάλυψη 

όσων  επιτρέπουν το ξεδίπλωμα  του νοήματος που παράγεται μεταξύ των δύο συντρόφων ως 

ατόμων. Η παρούσα εργασία  προάγει/ενισχύει τη θεωρία της διυποκειμενικής και ενσώματης 

κατασκευής νοήματος αποτελούμενης  από αφηγηματικές ενότητες. Τοποθετεί την ανάπτυξη 

της κατασκευής νοήματος από τις υποτυπώδεις κινήσεις διερεύνησης, οι οποίες πρωτο-

εμφανίζονται στο έμβρυο και στο νεογνό, ως τις πιο περίπλοκες και σκόπιμες κινήσεις του 

μικρού παιδιού. Ό,τι λαμβάνει χώρα μέσα έσα στο διυποκειμενικό μοίρασμα, αποκτά νόημα  

για τους δύο συντρόφους, δημιουργώντας κύκλους μάθησης μέσα σε αφηγηματικά επεισόδια τα 

οποία εμπεριέχουν στοιχεία συγκίνησης, δράσης και σκοπιμότητας/εμπροθεσιμότητας.  Αυτά 

τα σχήματα αλληλεπίδρασης πλαισιώνουν τη γνώση των διαδικασιών μέσα απο τις οποίες 

προήλθαν και αποτελούν μονάδες που διατηρούνται στη μνήμη των δημιουργών τους.  Μετά 

απο μια ανασκόπηση της θεωρίας της εμπρόθετης και συμμετοχικής κατασκευής νοήματος, θα 

μελετήσουμε δυο περιπτώσεις μη-λεκτικών αφηγηματικών προτύπων. έτσι όπως αυτά 

ξεδιπλώνονται μέσα από την αλληλεπίδραση δασκάλου- παιδιού στα πλαίσια της τεχνικής της 

Ομάδας Ανατροφής (Νurture Group), μιας ειδικής παιδαγωγικής μεθόδου η οποία 

εναρμονίζεται με τις συγκινήσεις και τα ενδιαφέροντα των παιδιών που παρουσιάζουν 

κοινωνικο-συναισθηματικές και συμπεριφορικές δυσκολίες. Η ανάλυση των περιπτώσεων της 

Ομάδας Ανατροφής αποκαλύπτει τα αφηγηματικά πρότυπα τα οποία εγκαθιδρύουν το 

μοιρασμένο ρυθμό, τη συγκίνηση και την κίνηση του σώματος και εκδηλώνονται στις από 

κοινού δράσεις δασκάλου- παιδιού, και που με την ολοκλήρωσή τους προσφέρουν ευχαρίστηση 

και στους δύο και οδηγούν στη μάθηση. 

 

Λέξεις κλειδιά: αφηγηματικός, ενσώματη δημιουργία νοήματος, κοινωνικο-συναισθηματικές 

και συμπεριφορικές δυσκολίες, Ομάδα Ανατροφής, ανάπτυξη, Διυποκειμενικότητα. 
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EΛΕΥΘΕΡΝΑ 

Οδηγίες προς τους συγγραφείς 

 

To επιστημονικό περιοδικό «Ελεύθερνα» του Τμήματος Ψυχολογίας δημοσιεύει 

εργασίες ερευνητικού ή θεωρητικού περιεχομένου, καθώς και βιβλιοκρισίες. Η έκταση 

του άρθρου θα πρέπει να περιορίζεται σε 35 δακτυλογραφημένες σελίδες 

συμπεριλαμβανομένων της βιβλιογραφίας, πινάκων, εικόνων, και περιλήψεων. Οι 

βιβλιοκρισίες δεν θα πρέπει να υπερβαίνουν σε έκταση τις τρεις δακτυλογραφημένες 

σελίδες. Τα άρθρα αποστέλλονται για τυφλή κρίση σε δύο κριτές που είναι σχετικοί με 

το αντικείμενο της μελέτης, η δε τελική απόφαση για την αποδοχή του άρθρου 

λαμβάνεται από την σχετική Επιτροπή του Τμήματος. 

Τα άρθρα συνοδεύονται από περίληψη 200 περίπου λέξεων στα Ελληνικά και στα 

Αγγλικά και από λέξεις κλειδιά. Τα άρθρα υποβάλλονται σε τρία αντίτυπα, 

δακτυλογραφημένα σε σελίδες Α4, με διπλό διάστημα, περιθώρια 2.5 εκ., και 

γραμματοσειρά Times New Roman 12. Η υποβολή μιας εργασίας προϋποθέτει ότι είναι 

πρωτότυπη και ότι δεν έχει υποβληθεί για δημοσίευση σε άλλο έντυπο. Το copyright 

του δημοσιευμένου άρθρου ανήκει στο Τμήμα Ψυχολογίας του Πανεπιστήμιο Κρήτης, 

και οι συγγραφείς είναι υπεύθυνοι για τη λήψη άδειας χρησιμοποίησης τυχόν υλικού 

(π.χ., περικοπές, εικόνες, φωτογραφίες, κλπ.) το οποίο έχει δημοσιευτεί σε άλλο έντυπο 

και προστατεύεται από copyright. Για τη σύνταξη του κειμένου θα πρέπει να 

ακολουθούνται οι κανόνες του Εγχειριδίου Δημοσιεύσεων του American Psychological 

Association, 6η Έκδοση. Η πρώτη σελίδα του άρθρου περιλαμβάνει τον τίτλο, το όνομα 

του/των συγγραφέων, το ίδρυμα με το οποίο συνδέονται, και τη διεύθυνση, τηλέφωνο, 
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και e-mail του κυρίου συγγραφέα. Η δεύτερη σελίδα περιλαμβάνει τον τίτλο του 

άρθρου, την περίληψη, και τις λέξεις κλειδιά. Προκειμένου για ερευνητικές εργασίες, 

συμπεριλαμβάνουν Εισαγωγή, Μέθοδο (Δείγμα, Δοκιμασίες, Μετρήσεις-Ανάλυση 

Δεδομένων), Αποτελέσματα, και Συζήτηση. Οι πίνακες διαθέτουν επικεφαλίδα, ενώ οι 

Εικόνες (Διαγράμματα, Σχήματα, ή Φωτογραφίες) ακολουθούνται από σύντομη αλλά 

περιεκτική επεξήγηση. Πίνακες και Εικόνες έχουν ξεχωριστή αύξουσα αρίθμηση και 

τοποθετούνται μέσα στο κείμενο στην κατάλληλη θέση. 

Τα άρθρα συνοδεύονται από κατάλογο βιβλιογραφικών αναφορών 

(Βιβλιογραφία) σε αλφαβητική σειρά και γράφονται ως εξής: 

Για άρθρα: Torgesen, J.K., Alexander, A.W., Wagner, R.K., Rashotte, C.A., Voeller, 

K.K.S., & Conway, T. (2001). Intensive remedial instruction for children with 

severe reading disabilities. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 34, 33-58. 

Για βιβλία: Mash, E.J. & Barkley, R.A. (1996). Child Psychopathology. New York: 

Guilford Press. 

Για κεφάλαια σε συλλογικούς τόμους: Olson, R.K. & Gayan, J. (2001). Brains, genes, 

and environment in reading development. In S.B. Neuman & D.K. Dickinson 

(Eds.), Handbook of Early Literacy Research (pp. 81-94). New York, NY: 

Guilford Press. 

Στις ελληνικές εκδόσεις ο Editor αναφέρεται ως Επιμελητής Έκδοσης και το (in 

press) ως (υπό δημοσίευση). 

Οι βιβλιογραφικές παραπομπές στο κείμενο αναφέρουν το όνομα του/των 

συγγραφέων εφόσον ο αριθμός τους δεν υπερβαίνει τους τρεις (π.χ. Thomas, Bryant, & 

Manus, 1987) ή το όνομα του πρώτου συγγραφέα συνοδευόμενο από “et al.” (“και 

συν.”) αν πρόκειται για εργασία με περισσότερους από τρεις συγγραφείς (π.χ. Smith et 

al., 1990).  
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